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ABSTRACT 
 
Discipleship as Adoption: A Model for Late Adolescent Faith 
Development at Trinity Baptist Church, Raleigh 
Andrew E. Jung 
Doctor of Ministry 
School of Theology, Fuller Theological Seminary 
2014 
 
The purpose of this doctoral project is to assist late adolescents of Trinity Baptist 
Church to progress into healthy adulthood while developing a mature faith by 
participating in the Adoption Discipleship Model. Statistics from many sources support 
the fact that late adolescents have left the Church, and many will not be returning. A 
better way of discipling late adolescents is needed to keep them engaged in their faith. 
The Adoption Discipleship Model (ADM), based on the principles of Alcoholics 
Anonymous’ programmatic Twelve Steps, can be a more effective way to nurture the 
faith of late adolescents.  
This project is presented in three parts. Part One describes the development of the 
stage of late adolescence and examines the specific qualities of late adolescents in 
Raleigh, North Carolina. It surveys the findings of sociologists to establish a new stage of 
adolescence, supported by recent research on brain development and theories on the 
process of individuation. Part One concludes with an in-depth description of the culture 
specific to late adolescents in Raleigh and the unique pressures they face.  
Part Two develops the theological foundation for the Adoption model and 
Alcoholic Anonymous’ 12-Step Program. It describes the different types of discipleship 
models used in the past and provides support for the model of adoption as the most 
effective. In addition, it gives the history and theological support of the 12-Step Program 
that will used to develop the Adoption Discipleship Model.  
Part Three combines the adoption style of discipleship and principles of the 12-Step 
Program to develop the Adoption Discipleship Model for late adolescents. It highlights the 
vital role of the mentoring community and gives a specific outline of how the Adoption 
Discipleship Model can be implemented at Trinity Baptist Church in Raleigh. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
It was an awkward conversation. “Bailey” had grown up at Trinity Baptist Church 
in Raleigh, North Carolina.1 Like 40 to 50 percent of students just like her, upon 
graduating high school Bailey shelved her faith during her college years.2 Her faith failed 
to stick. She found the bars and campus parties early in college. Though she was a 
committed follower of Christ during high school and was a highly respected student 
leader while in the youth group, Bailey gave it all up to fit into the party scene. She drank 
excessively many nights, even to the point of passing out. 
In addition to drinking alcohol and occasionally smoking marijuana, Bailey also 
found herself in sexually active relationships. While partying, she would have one-night 
stands with complete strangers or with guys she hardly knew. She enjoyed living what 
seemingly was a carefree life.  
In her third year of college, Bailey found a boyfriend. Her partying on campus 
declined as their relationship deepened, but the drinking and smoking marijuana 
continued. It now persisted with her boyfriend and a small group of friends. Soon she and 
the boyfriend moved in together. For the first few months, it seemed everything was 
blissful but circumstances quickly changed. The boyfriend started to become physically 
and verbally abusive. He was controlling and tore apart Bailey’s self-image and self-
                                                 
1 “Bailey,” interviews by author, Raleigh, NC, April 2011. An alias has been used to preserve the 
interviewee’s privacy. 
2 Kara Eckmann Powell and Chap Clark, Sticky Faith: Everyday Ideas to Build Lasting Faith in 
Your Kids (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2011), 14-15. 
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confidence. Though she knew it was not a good situation, she believed she had nowhere 
else to turn. She loved him and did not want to give up on the relationship. 
In her state of low self-image, she turned to alcohol to deaden the pain of self-
loathing. She drank to hide her feelings and soon became reliant on alcohol to make it 
through each day. In the midst of the destructive relationship, Bailey ironically landed a 
clerical job at a rehabilitation facility for addicts. She checked patients into the facility 
and cared for their basic needs while they went through the difficult stage of withdrawal. 
She saw the patients struggle as they tried to break their dependence on alcohol or drugs.  
After witnessing the painful scenes day after day of patients fighting through the 
withdrawals, Bailey began to reflect on her own life. She gathered enough courage to 
finally leave her abusive boyfriend. She found a place of her own and started to focus on 
making better choices. As part of her job at the rehabilitation facility, she sat in on the 
Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) meetings held for the residents. She learned about the core 
principles and the steps to breaking the cycle of substance abuse. Bailey decided to go 
through the program herself.  
After working through the first three steps of admitting her powerlessness over 
alcohol, believing only God had the power to help her overcome it and deciding to fully 
rely on God, Bailey fearlessly completed a personal moral inventory.3 She systematically 
wrote down everything she had been through, critically judging her feelings and 
intentions and actions. After her thorough search of self, she was ready for the fifth step, 
which is to share her findings with another person.  
                                                 
3 Friends in Recovery, The Twelve Steps for Christians: Based on Biblical Teachings, rev. ed. (San 
Diego, CA: RPI Pub., 1994). 
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This is when the awkward conversation occurred. After eating lunch together and 
catching up on everything that had happened on the surface, Bailey shared her moral 
inventory with me. Her tone was matter-of-fact, and she did not make eye contact. She 
just looked down at her journal and read the list of what she considered to be her moral 
failures. I simply sat as still as I could and listened. I was amazed at the courage she had 
to share all of her struggles and dark moments in life. I was stunned by her candor and 
truthfulness. I was encouraged by the emotional and spiritual growth she had experienced 
by working through the early steps of the AA program. The experience was incredibly 
surreal, and I was humbled by her trust in our relationship as friends and as pastor and 
parishioner.  
After Bailey left my office, I reflected on the experience in which I had the 
privilege of taking part. As my heart ached for Bailey, for her pain and hurt in broken 
relationships, I wished Bailey had not shelved her faith in college and suffered the 
consequences of choosing self over God. I was proud of Bailey’s turn back toward God 
and seeking wholeness through total surrender and trust in Christ. I was encouraged by 
how self-aware she had become. Bailey’s identity had individualized; she was 
autonomous and had a sense of belonging. This twenty-three-year-old late adolescent was 
emerging into adulthood. In that moment, this project was born.  
In a recent 2011 Barna Group study, a random sample of young adults with a 
Christian background was asked to describe their faith. These young adults or late 
adolescents had extensive experience in either a Protestant or Catholic congregation 
before the age of eighteen. The research found that “59 percent of young people with a 
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Christian background report that they had or have dropped out of attending church, after 
going regularly.”4 In addition, 38 percent reported having experienced a period of time 
when they significantly doubted their faith. Furthermore, another 32 percent described a 
period when they felt like rejecting their parents’ faith. This study confirms that 
twentysomethings are the age group least likely to say they are personally committed to 
Christ.5 
David Kinnaman, president of the Barna Research Group and author of You Lost 
Me: Why Young Christians Are Leaving Church . . . And Rethinking Faith, cites three 
important observations that are foundational to this doctoral project. First, faith journeys 
of late adolescents are not monochromatic or a one-size-fits-all shape. Everyone’s story 
and faith journey are unique and important. Second, the majority of young dropouts are 
not walking away from faith but rather put their faith on hold. Kara Eckmann Powell and 
Chap Clark describe this as “shelving one’s faith.”6 Finally, even though many late 
adolescents either have shelved their faith or left it, those who are followers of Christ are 
passionate, committed, and bursting to engage the world for the sake of the gospel.7 
These late adolescents are sold out for the cause of Christ and demand the best from their 
churches. These are just some of the reasons why a well-developed ministry is needed for 
late adolescents. 
                                                 
4 David Kinnaman, You Lost Me: Why Young Christians Are Leaving Church . . . And Rethinking 
Faith (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2011), 23. 
5 Ibid., 24. 
6 Powell and C. Clark, Sticky Faith, 17. 
7 Kinnaman, You Lost Me, 26-27. 
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Like many mainline congregations in the United States, Trinity Baptist Church in 
Raleigh struggles to connect with its late adolescents who are striving to define healthy 
adulthood and the role faith plays in the process of becoming an adult. Though 
approximately sixty to seventy-five late adolescents attend the midtown church,8 most are 
on the periphery of the church community. The congregation has not had a specific focus 
on late adolescents; but it now recognizes the need to adopt them fully into the faith 
community, for the health of the church today and in the future. Without an intentional 
approach to fully integrate late adolescents into the faith community, they are likely to 
flounder in their growth into adulthood and in the maturation of their faith.  
The purpose of this doctoral project is to assist late adolescents of Trinity Baptist 
Church to progress into healthy adulthood while developing a mature faith by 
participating in the Adoption Discipleship Program. The central idea of adoption in 
discipleship is taken from a Doctor of Ministry class at Fuller Theological Seminary 
entitled “Strategic Adoption: Creating a Holistic Ecclesiology,” led by C. Clark and 
Mindy Coates Smith. The theology of adoption is based on helping each person become 
adopted into the kingdom of God and the local community of faith.9 This project will 
address the needs of late adolescents by suggesting a new model of discipleship focused 
on adoption into God’s kingdom and into the local church family. The goal of the 
Adoption Discipleship Model (ADM) is to help late adolescents live into their identity as 
adopted sons and daughters in the kingdom of God through faith in Christ and within a 
                                                 
8 Trinity Baptist Church, Sunday School Attendance (Raleigh, NC: Trinity Baptist Church, May 
2013). This is an unofficial estimate of late adolescents using the average Sunday School attendance.  
9 Chap Clark and Mindy Coates Smith, “YF729: Strategic Adoption: Creating a Holistic 
Ecclesiology” (lecture, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, CA, February 2013).  
6 
 
local church that embodies the qualities of a mentoring community. The principles of the 
Adoption Discipleship Model are based on Alcoholics Anonymous’ “12-Step 
Program.”10 The ADM’s roots are grounded in complete surrender of life to God, an 
intentional inventory of self, and development of spiritual disciplines as found in AA’s 
Twelve Steps. Most importantly, the success of the Adoption Discipleship Model hinges 
on the effectiveness of experienced adult mentors who will guide the late adolescents 
through the program.  
In the first section of this project, establishing the stage of late adolescence sets 
the context for ministry. Chapter 1 will define late adolescence in detail by looking at the 
historical perspective, current brain research, and the process of individuation. Through 
recent research, the process of individuation has become clearer for late adolescents. The 
search for identity, autonomy, and belonging develops individuation over time. 
In the second chapter, the unique culture of late adolescents in Raleigh will be 
described. In many instances, they face specific hurdles that further hinder them from 
becoming a healthy adult. More than many places around the country, Raleigh places a 
great deal of emphasis on high achievement due to increased competition in education 
and in the workplace. Excessive pressure to achieve has left a distasteful mark on the late 
adolescent’s self-identity and has delayed the progression into adulthood. 
In the second section of this project, the theological foundations of adoption as the 
best model of discipleship will be described. After surveying past discipleship 
frameworks such as the Relational Model, Experiential Model, Educational Model, and 
                                                 
10 Alcoholics Anonymous, “Chapter 5: How It Works,” http://www.aa.org/bigbookonline/ 
en_bigbook_chapt5.pdf (accessed on December 8, 2013).  
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Incarnational Model, arguments will be made to establish the Adoption Model as the 
most effective mode of discipleship. This will be the focus of the third chapter.  
In Chapter 4, AA’s 12-Step Program will be deconstructed into discipleship 
principles that will form the foundation of the Adoption Discipleship Model for late 
adolescents. AA’s 12-Step Program was founded on the Christian faith.11 Fundamentally, 
an alcoholic’s road to freedom from alcohol is faith in God and a personal willingness to 
develop as a disciple. The 12-Step Program is a structural framework for alcoholics to work 
on the relational and symbolic frameworks in their life. Ultimately, the 12-Step Program 
helps develop adaptive change in people’s lives, not only in the outward actions but also in 
their spiritual relationship with God. Therefore, the principles found in the 12-Step 
Program easily convert to the principles in the Adoption Discipleship Model. 
In the last section of the project, the new Adoption Discipleship Model will be 
developed as the ministry strategy. As established in Chapter 5, the key to this adoptive 
paradigm is the effectiveness of mentoring by older adults who are willing to guide late 
adolescents into adulthood and into an adoptive faith. Mentors will lead late adolescents 
to develop a healthy identity found in Christ, risking autonomy to make appropriate 
choices and achieve a sense of belonging into a larger community of faith.  
The sixth and final chapter of the project will describe the implementation of the 
Adoption Discipleship Model at Trinity Baptist Church in Raleigh. Implementing a new 
program in a local church setting requires preparation, education, and diligent work. The 
vision and purpose of the Adoption Discipleship Model for late adolescents must be 
                                                 
11 Alcoholics Anonymous, “Chapter 1: Bill’s Story,” http://www.aa.org/bigbookonline/ 
en_bigbook_chapt1.pdf (accessed on December 8, 2013). 
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shared with clarity and passion. Before the model can work, mentors must be equipped to 
walk alongside late adolescents, so a training curriculum will be developed. Finally, an 
initial twelve-week curriculum will be established as part of the Adoption Discipleship 
Model to help late adolescents and mentors along the way.  
 The good news of the Bible is “the availability of life now in the kingdom of God 
by placing our confidence in Jesus as the Lord of all.”12 The abundant life is not a 
promise of a future hope; rather, it is a promise of hope for today. The kingdom of God 
can be experienced immediately upon placing faith in Jesus as the Lord of all. Psalm 
145:8-13 describes God in a way many late adolescents need to come to understand: 
The Lord is gracious and compassionate, 
     Slow to anger and rich in love. 
The Lord is good to all; 
He has compassion on all he has made. 
All your works praise you, Lord; 
Your faithful people extol you. 
They tell of the glory of your kingdom 
And speak of your might, 
So that all people may know of your mighty acts 
And the glorious splendor of your kingdom. 
Your kingdom is an everlasting kingdom, 
And your dominion endures through all generations. 
The Lord is trustworthy in all he promises 
     And faithful in all he does.13 
 
Late adolescents need to see God as someone who is full of grace and mercy. God is 
compassionate and not full of rage. He is not looking for ways to bring destruction into 
people’s lives. Late adolescents must believe God to be trustworthy and faithful in order 
                                                 
12 Dallas Willard, “The Gospel of the Kingdom and Spiritual Formation,” in The Kingdom Life: A 
Practical Theology of Discipleship and Spiritual Formation, ed. Alan Andrews (Colorado Springs, CO: 
NavPress, 2010), 29. 
13 All Scripture is taken from Holy Bible: New International Version (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2011), unless otherwise noted. 
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to grow in relationship with God through spiritual formation. Dallas Willard defines 
spiritual formation as “a matter of ordering desires and putting them in their place with 
reference to what is good under God.”14 Developing in spiritual formation means aligning 
our desires with what God desires for the world. Growth in spiritual formation leads to an 
intimate relationship with God. This is the faith journey with which the Adoption 
Discipleship Model seeks to assist late adolescents and help them along their way. 
 
                                                 
14 Willard, “The Gospel of the Kingdom and Spiritual Formation,” 46. 
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CHAPTER 1 
THE STAGE OF LATE ADOLESCENCE 
 
Times have changed. Life for a twenty-one year old in the United States is vastly 
different today than it was in 1960s and 1970s. Today’s grandparents, who grew up 
experiencing those eras as teenagers and young adults, lived a distinct life than their 
modern-day counterparts. By the time they were twenty-one many had graduated high 
school, married, and settled into a long-term job or full-time motherhood. They already 
had made difficult decisions such as where to live, which career path to pursue, and what 
type of parenting style they would use with their children.  
For most of today’s twenty-one year olds, the enduring choices of their 
grandparents have not even crossed their minds. Typically, these young people have just 
settled into their major at a four-year college or university. They are busy with their 
social lives and discovering their strengths and weaknesses. Most do not consider 
marriage as a possibility at this time. A chosen career is still in flux for most, and many 
12 
 
are living off the financial support of their parents or school loans. Many seek to finish 
their undergraduate degrees and think ahead to graduate school.1 
Today, over half of eighteen to twenty-five year olds have not even left their 
childhood bedrooms. This is a 37 percent increase since 1970. Even more staggering, 
those twenty-five to thirty-five years of age still living at home have increased 139 
percent in this same time span. Though most go off to college, the majority boomerangs 
back home to live with their parents for a period of time.2 
Though it may seem life has become easier for a twenty-one year old today than 
for those of past decades, young people face a strenuous road to adulthood. They are 
filled with anxiety and uncertainty, stressed from the pressures of culture and 
performance. In her book, The Price of Privilege, Madeline Levine surmises that fewer 
and fewer teenagers are able to resist the pressures to excel:  
Between accelerated academic courses, multiple extracurricular activities, 
premature preparation for high school or college, special coaches and tutors 
engaged to wring the last bit of performance out of them, many kids find 
themselves scheduled to within an inch of their lives. . . . As a result, kids can’t 
find the time to linger in internal exploration; a necessary precursor to a well-
developed sense of self.3 
 
                                                 
1 Chap Clark, Hurt:Inside the World of Today’s Teenagers (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 
2004), 3-4. 
2 Richard A. Settersten and Barbara Ray, Not Quite Adults: Why, 20-Somethings Are Choosing a 
Slower Path to Adulthood, and Why It’s Good for Everyone (New York: Delacorte Press, 2010), x. 
3 Madeline Levine, The Price of Privilege: How Parental Pressure and Material Advantage Are 
Creating a Generation of Disconnected and Unhappy Kids (New York: HarperCollins, 2006), 10-11. 
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Today’s adolescents are ill equipped to make important choices in life and lack the 
supportive systems that provide a sense of security. Many experts would argue life for 
today’s adolescents is much more difficult than what most faced in the past.4 
 
Understanding Adolescence 
Adolescence is a psychosocial event that most researchers agree begins between 
twelve and thirteen years of age for girls, around the time of menses, the marker of 
female puberty; for boys, puberty occurs closer to age thirteen or even slightly later.5 The 
developmental aspect of adolescence is described as psychosocial in nature, because the 
entrance into adolescence is marked by a physiological change in the body (caused by 
puberty) and a sociological event due to the relational aspect of moving from adolescence 
into adulthood.6 In other words, adolescence begins at the onslaught of puberty but ends 
according to cultural expectations and norms; or, as John Santrock states, it begins in 
biology and ends in culture.7   
Jeffrey Jensen Arnett defines adolescence as “a period of the life course between 
the time puberty begins and the time adult status is approached, when young people are 
preparing to take on the roles and responsibilities of adulthood in their culture.”8 It is the 
                                                 
4 The following researchers support the idea that life is more difficult for today’s adolescents than 
what most faced in the past: Jeffrey Arnett in Adolescence and Emerging Adulthood: A Cultural Approach, 
4th ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2010), 7-10; Chap Clark, Hurt 2.0 (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 
Academic, 2011), 5-56; John Santrock Adolescence, 13th ed. (New York: McGraw-Hill, 2009), 307-500.  
5 Arnett, Adolescence and Emerging Adulthood, 44. 
6 C. Clark, Hurt 2.0, 9. 
7 Santrock, Adolescence, 19. 
8 Arnett, Adolescence and Emerging Adulthood,  2. 
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period of life when adolescents experiment with adult roles and learn adult responsibilities, 
either by observing other adults or being taught directly. Similarly, C. Clark defines 
adolescence as “a psychosocial independent search for a unique identity or separateness 
with the end goals being a certain knowledge of who one is in relation to others, a 
willingness to take responsibility for who one is becoming, and a realized commitment to 
live with others in community.”9 C. Clark puts the emphasis on individuation of 
adolescents by discovering one’s own identity and one’s place in community. Both of these 
definitions contain “two main components of adolescence—separateness and self-
assertion,”10 as described by Santrock. Adolescence is a period to gain independence from 
parents and discover one’s own identity within the context of community.  
 
Birth of Adolescence 
Adolescence as a unique stage of life has not always existed. In the early 1900s, 
G. Stanley Hall first studied the concept of adolescence and is generally given the credit 
for defining the new stage of life.11 Hall conceptualized the “storm and stress” view in 
which adolescence is seen as a turbulent time with conflict and mood swings.12 He 
believed adolescents’ thoughts, feelings, and actions oscillated between conflicting 
opposites and emotions. 
                                                 
9 C. Clark, Hurt 2.0, 9. 
10 Santrock, Adolescence, 29. 
11 G. Stanley Hall, Adolescence: Its Psychology and Its Relations to Physiology, Anthropology, 
Sociology, Sex, Crime, Religion and Education (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1904), 368. 
12 Ibid. 
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When Hall started defining adolescence as a stage of life, it began as only one 
stage that lasted three to five years as young people entered into the workforce at an early 
age. According to Arnett, from 1890 to 1920 key changes such as child labor laws, new 
requirements for children to attend secondary school, and the development of the field of 
adolescence as an area of scholarly study contributed to the “Age of Adolescence.”13  
Before child labor reforms, children were a major part of the United States’ work 
force. As the Industrial Revolution progressed through the mid and late 1800s, the factory 
system of production increased and forced a change in labor. It caused a division of labor 
based on specific knowledge and skill. Engineers had the necessary knowledge that 
enabled them to design the machines that would efficiently produce the goods. The 
position of manager was created to oversee the production and the labor. At the bottom of 
the hierarchy were the common laborers, often school-age children, who carried out the 
production and worked for minimal hourly wages.14  
  Before states began regulating child labor, over 2 million school-age children 
were working fifty to seventy hours per week. Most of the children came from poor 
families; some even were turned over to the mill or factory owner for work. Soon church 
groups, labor groups, teachers, and many others were outraged by the poor treatment of 
children and pressed for change. By 1899, a total of twenty-eight states had passed laws 
regulating child labor. However, it was not until 1938 that Congress passed the Fair 
                                                 
13 Arnett, Adolescence and Emerging Adulthood, 4. 
14 David F. Labaree, Someone Has to Fail: The Zero-Sum Game of Public Schooling (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2010), 85. 
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Labor Standards Act, setting the minimum ages of sixteen for work during school hours, 
fourteen for certain jobs after school, and eighteen for dangerous work.15 
 Child labor reform also is tied closely with the growth of education and was the 
impetus for the increase of high schools in the United States. In 1800, the average 
American child attended school for 210 days in his or her lifetime. By 1850, the average 
student attended school for 450 days; and by 1900, it had grown to 1,050 days. By 1920, 
the average student went to school for eight years.16 As the number of days and years 
increased for the average American student, it created a greater need for advanced 
education for those who were serious about learning.  
The number of students enrolled in secondary schools increased almost ninety 
times, from eighty thousand in 1870 to 7 million in 1940. This rise in high school 
enrollment was due both to economic and social factors.17 In 1900, most men worked 
either on farms or in factories. As technology advanced and white-collar jobs were 
created, more education was needed to fill these positions. In addition, the nation saw 
education as a way of self-improvement. Schools were held in high regard, and education 
became an important commodity for individuals.18 Greater emphasis on education 
                                                 
15 Milton Fried, “History of Child Labor,” Scholastic, http://www2.scholastic.com/browse/ 
article.jsp?id=5428 (accessed May 9, 2011). 
16 Labaree, Someone Has to Fail, 95. 
17 Diane Ravitch, The Troubled Crusade: American Education 1945-1980 (New York: Basic 
Books, 1994), 9. 
18 Labaree, Someone Has to Fail, 218. 
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contributed to “a more distinct separation between adolescence as a period of continued 
schooling and adulthood as a period that begins after schooling is finished.”19 
 
Lengthening of Adolescence 
 In addition to changes in child labor and education in the United States, cultural 
shifts of the twentieth century contributed to the lengthening of the adolescent stage of 
life. The rise of a definitive youth subculture and contextual changes, such as “systemic 
abandonment” as defined by C. Clark in Hurt 2.0: Inside the World of Today’s 
Teenagers,20 have caused adolescence to extend well into the twenties. During the 1950s 
and 1960s, adolescence was celebrated in the dominant culture. Teen culture was 
romanticized in movies and music, while high school life was held in high esteem.21 
Mainstream media and marketing companies began to recognize the social power of the 
newly defined subculture and the economic potential it possessed.22 However, the 
celebration of adolescence quickly gave way to taking advantage of adolescents and 
systemic abandonment. 
C. Clark describes the widespread systemic abandonment of adolescents in 
society. Although there are many organizations and institutions that began with the best 
                                                 
19 Arnett, Adolescence and Emerging Adulthood, 5. 
20 C. Clark, Hurt 2.0, 27-35. 
21 Ibid.  
22 Ibid., 13. C. Clark cites movies such as Rebel Without a Cause starring James Dean and popular 
teen music led by Elvis Presley and Beatles that helped launch the teenage culture into dominant culture. 
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interest of adolescents in mind, most, if not all, have become polluted by adult agendas.23 
These organizations have become driven and controlled by adults. The façade of serving 
children and youth covers lucrative business and power-hungry adults. Institutions such 
as school, youth sports, Scouts, and even churches are ignoring the needs of adolescents. 
These organizations have become more focused on adult needs with adult agendas rather 
than nurturing adolescents into adulthood. “Organizations, structures, and institutions that 
were originally concerned with children’s care, welfare, and development have become 
less interested in individual nurture and developmental concern and more interested in 
institutional perpetuation.”24 Organizations and institutions are now more worried about 
self-promotion and self-protection than meeting the real needs of adolescents.25 For 
example, families of children and adolescents pay hundreds of dollars to travel to a 
vacation destination to play in a mythical football championship over Thanksgiving or 
Christmas holidays. Parents pay thousands of dollars to send their high school students to 
SAT prep classes in order to compete for college entrance. Many high school students are 
assigned four to six hours of homework each night in order to prepare them for college. 
These systemic pressures to achieve are too much for most adolescents to overcome, 
leaving them with a sense of abandonment. 
Not only have organizations and institutions failed today’s adolescents, the 
breakdown of family structure has added to the systemic abandonment. According to 
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David Elkind, a renowned child psychologist, “the nuclear family provided clear-cut, 
often rigid, boundaries between our public and our private lives, between the homeplace 
and the workplace, between children and adults.”26 In the past, parents went to work in 
factories and businesses. When they came home, they did not bring the work with them. 
There was no sense of working from home or having an office at home. These clear-cut 
boundaries were healthy for children. However, as the nuclear family has broken down 
over the last few generations, the stresses of divorce and blended families have turned the 
focus from the needs of children to the needs of adults. As a result, families have become 
more “permeable” and vulnerable to outside pressures. Elkind concludes, “In the 
permeable family, the needs of parents and adults are better served than the needs of 
children and youth. This is the new, postmodern family imbalance.”27 Many families 
utilize paid childcare as a result of both men and women being in the workforce. More 
parents choose divorce over marital dissatisfaction, causing blended families or single 
parenting. Parents drive children from one activity to another, allowing organizations and 
coaches to care for the children while parents are busy doing other things. These reasons 
among others have cause the postmodern family imbalance Elkind describes. 
In his first groundbreaking book, The Hurried Child, Elkind writes that a 
contemporary parent “dwells in a pressure-cooker of competing demands transitions, role 
changes, personal and professional uncertainties, over which he or she exerts slight 
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direction.”28 The parents who live in this “pressure-cooker” are faced with an atmosphere 
of rapid change. Mounting pressures on parents result in increased fear, isolation, and 
professional insecurity. These stresses, Elkind says, cause parents to “tend to see other 
people in the shorthand of symbols, not the often hard-to-decipher longhand of 
personhood.”29 In other words, people who are extremely self-centered do not have the 
energy for dealing with issues apart from themselves. Seeing others as symbols becomes 
energy conserving.30 The harsh reality is that the postmodern family so often is concerned 
about the needs, struggles, and issues of parents, that the emotional and developmental 
needs of the children largely go unmet.31 Children are left alone to deal with the pressures 
of achievement and the confusion that comes from changes physiologically and 
emotionally entering into adolescence.  
The combined social changes in the global marketplace and educational system, 
together with the systemic abandonment of children in postmodern society, have resulted 
in lengthening the stage of adolescence. The global marketplace has put a great deal of 
pressure on the educational system in the United States to produce a labor force that can 
compete with other nations. These burdens have played a major role in schools pressing 
students to increase test scores. The stress has led to schools putting the need to achieve 
in front of the developmental needs of the students. The resulting isolation and loneliness 
                                                 
28 David Elkind, The Hurried Child: Growing up Too Fast Too Soon, vol. 42 of Adolescence, 3rd 
ed. (Roslyn Heights, NY: Libra Publishers, 2007), 5. 
29 Ibid., 46. 
30 Ibid., 46-47. 
31 Elkind, Ties That Stress, 3. 
21 
 
of adolescents are the direct products of abandonment and stress in today’s culture. 
Systemic abandonment by society has caused teenagers to turn towards peers and create 
an entirely new social structure in order to survive.32 Hurriedness from parents, schools, 
and the media has pushed children to grow up too soon. Adolescents grow up in an era 
where the social structures once designed for their nurture and care are no longer there 
for them; due to the stress on parents, most children and teens do not have a loving and 
caring adult as their primary influencer. All of these factors combined have resulted in 
adolescence lengthening into the late twenties before they reach adulthood. 
As a result of extended adolescence, this stage of life now is divided into three 
distinct periods. Early adolescence begins with the onset of puberty and lasts through age 
fourteen or fifteen. Midadolescence typically begins in high school and ends around age 
eighteen, though some now suggest it has extended to twenty. The final stage is late 
adolescence, beginning around eighteen and ending around twenty-eight, according to 
Arnett.33 
C. Clark demonstrates the three stages in a model referred to as the “Tightrope of 
Adolescence.” The model features a tightrope because the individuation process of 
adolescence is a delicate walk across a difficult road. It depicts a pole on each side 
connected by the rope. The left pole represents the growth process during childhood, and 
the right pole serves as the final stage of life in adulthood. The tightrope signifies the 
process of individuation during adolescence. The model is effective in showing the 
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delicacy of the process required for adulthood. Adolescents must balance carefully across 
the tightrope, mainly on their own, to individuate fully.34 
In Debating Emerging Adulthood: Stage or Process? Arnett et al. describe the 
final stage of adolescence as “emerging adulthood” rather than late adolescence. They 
define emerging adulthood as a time of identity exploration and a period of instability, 
being self-focused, feeling in-between, and of hopeful possibilities.35 It is a stage of 
adolescence that is full of hope and full of questions. It is full of hope because the future 
possibilities of relationships and career are still in front of late adolescents. However, it is 
full of questions and anxieties because they realize the choices they make during this 
stage will affect the outcome of their future family and career. Essentially, emerging 
adulthood “is an age when people explore various possibilities in love and work as they 
move toward making enduring choices.”36 In this light, Arnett and his fellow researchers 
see emerging adulthood as a period of standing in between reliance on parents and 
making long-term commitments in love and work. Although the term “emerging 
adulthood” is popular and probably is better received in the general psychosocial field, I 
will use the term of “late adolescence” to describe the same period of development. The 
uniformity of terminology through the three stages of adolescence is helpful for the 
purposes of this discussion.  
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Brain Studies Supporting the Stage of Late Adolescence 
Sarah-Jayne Blakemore—a professor of cognitive neuroscience at the University 
of California of Los Angeles—presented a lecture in Edinburgh, Scotland, in June 2012 
entitled “The Mysterious Workings of the Adolescent Brain.”37 Blakemore gives a 
brilliant summary of recent studies in cognitive neuroscience over the past decade. In her 
talk, she opened with this:  
Fifteen years ago it was widely assumed that the vast majority of brain 
development takes place in the first few years of life. Until now, neuroscience did 
not have the ability to look inside the living human brain and track development 
across the lifespan. In the past decade due to advances in brain imaging 
technology such as MRI, neuroscientists have started to look inside the human 
brain of all ages and track changes in structure and brain function.38  
 
Elizabeth Sowell, another neuroscientist at UCLA, states: “We used to think that if there 
were brain changes at all in adolescence, they were subtle. Now we know that those 
changes are not as subtle as we thought. Every time we look at another set of teenage 
brains, we find something new.”39 Blakemore and Sowell agree that the adolescent brain 
is constantly in flux. Before the advancement of medical technology, medical 
professionals believed the brain finished forming prior to the age of five. Presently, it is 
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now widely accepted by the medical community that the human brain continues to 
develop throughout all three stages of adolescence.40  
There are primarily two types of imaging studies being conducted. One uses a 
structural magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), which takes high-resolution snapshots or 
photographs of the inside of the living human brain. The results from structural MRIs 
show gray matter is over-produced during puberty and then is reduced through a pruning 
process of those neuronal connections that are no longer being used. Second, MRIs are 
used to take a video or movie of brain activity when subjects are participating in tasks 
involving thinking and feeling.  
Blakemore’s main area of research helps to put this scientific study into use. She 
has focused on “the social brain—the network of brain regions involved in understanding 
other people—and how it develops in adolescents. . . . [and] compared the prefrontal 
cortexes in adolescents and adults to show how typical teenage behavior is caused by the 
growing and developing brain.”41 Ultimately, it supports how the frontal cortex—the 
executive part of the brain that handles things like planning, self-awareness, analysis of 
consequences, and behavioral choices—does not fully develop until the age of twenty-
five for most late adolescents. This research conclusion helps to better understand the 
often illogical decision-making of mid and late adolescents.  
J. N. Giedd, a child and adolescent psychiatrist at the National Institute of Mental 
Health, has done extensive research on brain development. Through his research, Giedd 
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has extracted three themes. First, Giedd concluded that the brain cells, their connections, 
and receptors for chemical messengers called neurotransmitters peak during childhood 
and then decline in adolescence.42 He found thinning of the gray matter during 
adolescence, which he attributes to “synaptic pruning” (a process of eliminating 
overabundant, unnecessary nerve cell connections).43 The overproduction during 
childhood and pruning on the gray matter during adolescence is a positive process, as 
synapses that are being used are strengthened and unused synapses are being weeded out. 
Others have found the same process. Deanna Kuhn wrote in a journal article in 
Perspectives on Psychological Science that “by mid to late adolescence, teens have 
fewer, more selective, but stronger, more effective neuronal connections than they did as 
children.”44  
The second theme concluded by Giedd is the increased connectivity among the 
brain regions in adolescence.45 Giedd writes:  
Many cognitive advances during adolescence stem from faster communication in 
brain circuitry and increased integration of brain activity. To use a language 
metaphor, brain maturation is not so much a matter of adding new letters as it is 
one of combining existing letters into words, words into sentences and sentences 
into paragraphs. . . . an increase in cognitive activity that relies on tying together 
and integrating information from multiple sources. These changes allow for 
greater complexity and depth of thought.46  
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The brain goes through a maturation process during adolescence that allows it to make 
connections and think more abstractly. Late adolescents can develop ideas that are multi-
layered and have greater depth than when they were younger. For example, late 
adolescents are better able to understand the complexities of social policies by being able 
to connect the benefits of one group of people to the disadvantages of another group. 
They have a greater ability to see the cause and effects.  
The final theme connects the limbic system, which controls emotions, with the 
maturing frontal lobe, which helps to regulate the emotions and decision-making.47 This 
refers back to Blakemore’s results that areas involved in high-level integration of input 
from parts of the brain mature particularly late and do not reach adult levels until the mid-
twenties. Giedd writes:  
Across a wide variety of tasks, fMRI studies consistently show an increasing 
proportion of frontal versus striatal or limbic activity as we progress from 
childhood to adulthood. For example, among 37 study participants aged 7-29, the 
response to rewards in the nucleus accumbens (related to pleasure seeking) of 
adolescents was equivalent to that in adults, but activity in the adolescent 
orbitofrontal cortex (involved in motivation) was similar to that in children. The 
changing balance between frontal and limbic systems helps us understand many 
of the cognitive and behavioral changes of adolescence.48 
 
The maturation of limbic activity and frontal lobe brings together the ability to control one’s 
emotions involved with making proper decisions. This helps to explain the sometimes 
erratic decision-making and frantic emotions often displayed by midadolescents.  
Researchers like Blakemore and Giedd are confirming that there are monumental 
neurological changes that take place throughout the course of adolescence. This was not 
                                                 
47 Ibid., 341. 
48 Ibid. 
27 
 
always thought to be the case. Researchers and neuroscientists are providing new insights 
into the unique wiring of the adolescent brain. Specific to late adolescence, Arnett 
interprets the brain studies to confirm scientifically what he had sociologically observed 
in late adolescents. Late adolescents experienced an increase in emotion regulation and 
greater efficiency in decision-making as emotional and cognitive processes are more 
effectively separated.49 Late adolescents have higher levels of self-understanding and are 
able to reflect on their roles and their strengths or weaknesses. In addition, as the brain 
continues to develop, late adolescents are able to process information more efficiently 
and effectively than before.50 
In addition, greater processing skills lead to being better able to control the 
inhibitions of late adolescence.51 The prefrontal cortex of the brain, the region that fully 
develops in late adolescence,52 most often is implicated in coordinating attention, impulse 
control, and planning. Maturation of the prefrontal cortex allows individuals to pause 
long enough to take stock of a situation, assess the options, plan a course of action, and 
execute it.53 All of these findings have substantiated the phase of late adolescence and 
provide a good description of their actions.  
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Process of Individuation into Adulthood 
It is somewhat easy to determine when adolescence begins, since it is marked by 
the physical change of puberty. Though undergirded by brain research in recent years, it 
is still difficult to determine when late adolescents transition into adulthood. Movement 
into adulthood does not have a comparable marker. It is much more subjective and varies 
from person to person.54 
The primary and most basic goal of adolescence is what sometimes is referred to 
as “second individuation.”55 Second individuation is a time of renegotiating the 
separation with parents or parental figures during adolescence. Over the years, this 
process of second individuation has been shortened to individuation and is a primary 
construct into adulthood.56 C. Clark describes it as “embarking on a new journey in 
development,” as an adolescent tries “to assert his or her distinctiveness and move toward 
an internal locus of control, while at the same time remaining relationally connected as an 
ongoing member of the family system and community.”57 Many factors play a critical 
role in shaping the adolescent’s identity as expressed in adulthood. Parents, values and 
beliefs, friends, and how one views oneself all aid in forming this self-identity. Therefore, 
individuation becomes the central task of the adolescent process.  
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Many theorists have varied definitions of these processes, which aid in one’s 
understanding of this phenomenon. Psychologist C. G. Jung and Joseph Campbell 
seemed to have had an early understanding of this concept when referring to those around 
age thirty as “coming to self” or “self-realization.”58 C. Clark and Dee Clark define 
individuation as the overall task of moving out of childhood and preparing to engage in 
mainstream society as a peer with other adults, or becoming a unique individual.59 Levine 
roughly defines individuation as forming a “healthy sense of self”—that is, developing a 
self that is authentic, capable, loving, creative, in control of itself, and moral.60 According 
to Amy Jacober, individuation is the individual seeking not only how to become a 
separate self but one’s best self.61 Finally, James E. Loder summarizes all of the above 
well, as he defines individuation as “becoming one’s own person.”62 With such emphasis 
on individuation, the primary factor for most adolescents is a healthy relationship with 
parents, who help to shape values and beliefs.63 One also can assume that this is true for 
relationships within the adult community as well, as the adolescent moves into 
interdependence within the community. 
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Other experts describe individuation as a process. Arnett explores the individuation 
process as being complete after three distinct characteristics emerge. First, the transition 
into adulthood occurs when one accepts responsibility for oneself. Second, the transition 
takes the willingness to make independent decisions for oneself with the support of others. 
The final criterion for the transition is financial independence.64 As a developmental 
psychologist, Santrock believes the individuation process has two main processes: 
separateness and self-assertion.65 Paul Henry Mussen et al. have listed five tasks of 
individuation developed over time: identity formation, biological adjustment, connection 
to peers, independence from family, and values/standards leading to order and consistent 
action.66 All of these experts believe individuation occurs over a period of time.  
In combining the research done by previously mentioned experts, C. Clark 
focuses on three key tasks of individuation: identity, autonomy, and reconnection 
(belonging). He connects the three key tasks with important life questions that must be 
answered in order to transition into adulthood effectively. 
 The task of discovering identity, in answering the question, Who am I? 
 The task of accepting responsibility for one’s life, or achieving autonomy, in 
answer to the question, Do I matter? 
 The task of reconnecting in appropriate ways to others in community, in 
answer to the question, How do I relate to others?67 
 
Individuation requires a person to determine one’s identity, which provides the 
confidence to truly integrate into a community. The search for identity is often 
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accomplished by taking on different selves with others in different relational 
communities. Through this process, an adolescent will find his or her true self within the 
context of relationship with others to move forward in the process of individuation. 
 
Key Tasks of Individuation: Identity 
 
 The fundamental questions of forming an identity are “Who am I?” as well as 
“Who am I going to be?” Adolescents sift through various social, cultural, and familial 
influences to help shape their identity. Identity is discovering not only who one has 
chosen to be but also who one is created to be; and throughout the adolescent journey, 
middle and late adolescents become increasingly aware of developing their own 
uniqueness. Therefore, the central task of identity is for adolescents to discover just who 
they are as they attempt to assert themselves in adult society.68   
Scholars around the world generally agree that healthy identity requires having a 
developed sense of self. As an adolescent psychologist, Levine describes the importance 
of a developed sense of self:  
The reason that a well-developed sense of self is so critical is that, in the desirable 
and inevitable absence of external support, a sense of self provides both a 
comfortable home base and an internal compass for navigating through life. Lives 
are never perfect—not our own, not our children’s—but a healthy sense of self 
helps ensure that life will be interesting, satisfying, and manageable.69  
 
Levine believes that having a healthy sense of self will give adolescents the foundation 
needed to better deal with the pressures many face along with a more hopeful outlook on 
life. C. Clark defines a developed identity as “an internal quest to embrace one’s unique 
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sense of self while interfacing with a socially mediated and communally affirmed 
portrayal of who one is.”70 He adds the component of acceptance by others in a 
community as part of identity formation. Both experts agree identity is unique to each 
person, which must be discovered through a process rather than given by others.  
Erik H. Erikson and J. E. Marcia are perhaps the most noted authorities on identity 
formation. Erikson built his theory of identity formation around the sub-sequential life 
stages of an individual. Each stage consists of a unique developmental task that confronts 
individuals with a crisis (normative period of movement toward the next stage) that must 
be faced.71 Marcia built on the work of Erikson and his theory. Addressing Erikson’s 
notion of identity crisis, Marcia suggests that the adolescent stage consists of the degree to 
which one has explored and committed to an identity in a variety of life domains as old 
values and choices are continually being challenged and reevaluated. Thus, Marcia’s core 
idea is that one’s sense of identity is foremost determined by the choices and 
commitments one makes.72 This is a major part of individuating during midadolescence 
and late adolescence. 
 
Key Tasks of Individuation: Autonomy 
 
 As adolescents discover their own identity and vocation, they also develop a sense 
of responsibility for their actions. By accepting responsibility for their actions, late 
adolescents achieve autonomy in life. Christian Smith and Patricia Snell describe the 
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search for autonomy as a major part of late adolescence: “The central, fundamental, 
driving focus in life of nearly all emerging adults [late adolescents] is getting themselves 
to the point where they can ‘stand on their own two feet.’”73 Life’s major challenge for 
them is transitioning from dependence to independence, from reliance on others to self-
sufficiency, from being under others’ authority and eye to living on their own.”74 
Autonomy is more than having a job to be financially independent, to live on one’s own, 
and to make decisions for oneself. Autonomy is about the development of self. “The 
development of an inner capacity for making the kinds of choices, and thereby assuming 
the level of responsibility, that is expected of an adult is much more an internal process of 
growth, awareness and owning one’s choices.”75 So moving into adulthood is less about 
making the right choices than assuming the responsibilities that go along with the choices.  
C. Clark defines autonomy as “the ability to make a difference, to choose a life 
path, and to operate as an agent in the service of society.”76 Levine explains that 
autonomy means “that we are independent, capable, and loving and that we are free to 
choose how we use these qualities.” For Levine, autonomy is closely related to self-
efficacy, the belief that people successfully impact their world, resulting in one’s ability 
to act appropriately on one’s behalf and interest or agency. Self-efficacy refers to beliefs, 
agency refers to actions, but they both refer to a sense of personal control.77 Both C. 
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Clark and Levine believe autonomy is connected to how one is interdependent with 
others around them. 
 
Key Tasks of Individuation: Belonging 
 
 To belong is to recognize that humans have been created to live in community. 
They cannot live alone. In contrast, the American cultural landscape tells its citizens that 
they are fine on their own, they do not need anyone, and that their identities are formed in 
their “rugged individualism” as a country and as people.  
However, healthy identity and sense of autonomy without belonging would be an 
isolated, lonely journey. One cannot move through life without others, because a person 
is incomplete without community.78 Thus, humanity was created to have intimate and 
meaningful relationships in community. Individuation is a process of moving, in 
community, toward adulthood—realizing that this movement itself is a piece of the larger, 
lifelong process of differentiation.79  
 
Moving from Late Adolescence into Adulthood 
 A few markers must be achieved to progress from adolescence into adulthood. C. 
Clark explains that adulthood has occurred “when culture affirms that someone has 
individuated in terms of identity, is willing to take responsibility for his or her life and 
choices and has entered interdependently into the community and adult relationships.”80 
This means that adulthood is achieved when an individual has a basic understanding of 
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who one is at the core of oneself, can take responsibility for personal actions, and can live 
in community with others. It is being able to process information effectively to make the 
best decision from one’s understanding of self while also taking into account how it 
affects others in the surrounding environment. Therefore, adulthood is characterized by 
being able to think beyond oneself while being integrated into an open system of 
interdependence in community.  
 Arnett suggests that emerging adulthood, or late adolescence, is not young 
adulthood because it carries the connotation that adulthood has been achieved. He also 
does not refer to emerging adulthood, or late adolescence, as a transition into adulthood 
because it suggests the transition is a short period of time. Late adolescence now 
generally covers eight to ten years. Finally, Arnett states emerging adulthood, or late 
adolescence, cannot be referred to as youth. That term carries too many connotations that 
do not describe the stage of life for late adolescents.81  
With the factors of systemic abandonment and knowledge gained from recent 
brain studies, late adolescence is a vital stage of life where the key process of 
individuation occurs. It is a crucial time for late adolescents to discover their identity, 
accept responsibility for their own lives, and learn how to interact with others in healthy 
ways. As a society, it is important to reframe expectations and accountability for late 
adolescents to better fit this developmental stage.  
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CHAPTER 2 
TODAY’S CULTURE FOR LATE ADOLESCENTS IN 
RALEIGH, NORTH CAROLINA 
 
 
Today’s late adolescents have many challenges to overcome in the consumer 
culture. Specifically, late adolescents in Raleigh face additional unique challenges that 
prevent many from easily making the transition into adulthood. In one of the fastest 
growing markets in the United States, Raleigh has many advantages for late adolescents 
who seek to establish a career in different fields of technology. However, Raleigh has a 
culture of daunting pressures to achieve and succeed, which causes many late adolescents 
at Trinity Baptist Church to be defined by their achievement. This chapter examines 
contemporary culture for late adolescents in Raleigh and how the pressures of 
achievement affect their process of individuation. This is strikingly evident through the 
story below. 
 “Mark” is an example of a late adolescent in Trinity Baptist Church struggling to 
individuate in the pressure-filled culture of Raleigh.1 During high school, Mark lived in the 
shadows of two older sisters. He was always compared to his sisters at home, school, and 
                                                 
1 “Mark,” interviews by author, Raleigh, NC, 2003-2013. “Mark” is a sketch of two late 
adolescents I have known over the past ten years at Trinity Baptist Church.  
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even church. Academia was not his strong suit, as it was for his sisters, so Mark placed his 
identity in sports. Especially during his junior and senior years, Mark found success on the 
football field and on the wrestling mat that helped him to carve out his own niche at school. 
Away from sports, Mark continued to live up to the expectations set by his parents and 
other adults at home and at church. Upon graduation from high school, he went to college 
an hour away from home and had a difficult time managing the freedoms of a college 
campus in his first year. Still, he worked hard to recover and graduate in five years. 
 After graduation, Mark moved back in with his parents. He found a contract job 
as a computer tech with a local pharmaceutical company in a tough job market. He 
excelled in his work but never felt invested in the company. In his personal life, Mark 
sought dating relationships in various places—including work, social settings, and 
church—but was unable to find a steady girlfriend. Even after he was financially able to 
purchase his own townhome, his hopes and dreams of where he thought he would be in 
life in his late twenties fell short of reality. Mark worked hard to live up to expectations 
in high school, college, and in his job. He seemed to achieve the typical mile markers of 
adulthood such as financial stability, steady career, and home ownership. However, Mark 
felt stuck in life and struggled to find traction in the process of individuation.  
This story is typical for late adolescents in Raleigh rather than the exception. In 
essence, the culture of achievement for late adolescents stunts the process of 
individuation that leads to adulthood. As a result, late adolescents in Trinity Baptist 
Church struggle to develop their identity and progress into adulthood. 
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Today’s Culture of Late Adolescence 
 Today’s culture of late adolescents has shifted over the recent decades. “The 
global cultural context in the twenty-first century is simply not the same as it was in the 
twentieth century.”2 The world has changed as global factors have impacted how late 
adolescents view and experience the world. In Shaping the Journey of Emerging Adults, 
authors Jana L. Sundene and Richard R. Dunn discuss this and list a few of the factors 
that have shaped today’s global context: 
 The rise of terrorism 
 The explosive expansion of the Internet 
 The emergence of an intimately interdependent global economy 
 The growing concerns regarding global environmental crises 
 The shifting of power from West to East 
 The easy access to nuclear weaponry 
 The millions of children born daily into hopeless poverty 
 Foundational changes globally in philosophical thought and cultural values 
 The “shrinking” of distance due to advances in technology and travel.3 
 
These factors have created a dichotomous worldview full of exciting possibilities but 
often are met with skepticism and fear. Late adolescents generally lack trust in the 
systems or institutions of society and are skeptical of the government, schools, churches, 
and other official organizations. Today’s late adolescents have grown up in a world 
where they have been systemically abandoned by entities that were supposed to have 
supported and protected the needs of adolescents; however, these institutions have turned 
inward for survival, thus neglecting the real needs of adolescents.4 
                                                 
2 Jana L. Sundene and Richard R. Dunn, Shaping the Journey of Emerging Adults: Life-Giving 
Rhythms for Spiritual Transformation (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Books, 2012), 56. 
3 Ibid. 
4 C. Clark, Hurt 2.0, 23-41. 
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 Many late adolescents still desire the traditional markers of adulthood such as 
marriage, home ownership, parenthood, and career. However, they can feel anxious in 
achieving these traditional markers, because they do not feel ready or equipped to handle 
such responsibilities. In an article for Newsweek, Peg Tyre labeled these late adolescents 
as “adultolescents” to capture the apprehension of moving into adulthood. She wrote: 
Most adolescents no longer hope, or even desire, to hit the traditional benchmarks 
of independence—marriage, kids, owning a home, financial autonomy—in the 
year following college. The average age for a first marriage is now 26, four years 
later than it was in 1970, and childbearing is often postponed for a decade or more 
after that. Jobs are scarce, and increasingly, high-paying careers require a 
graduate degree. The decades-long run-up in the housing market has made a 
starter home a pipe dream for most people under 30.5 
 
The traditional markers of adulthood such as marriage, children, and financial 
independence have been pushed back for most late adolescents. Due to the recent 
financial crisis of 2008,6 jobs are even scarcer and graduate degrees are more in demand.7 
Though the housing market has declined in recent years, lack of jobs and stricter lending 
rules have caused home ownership to be an unattainable hope for late adolescents. 
 Sundene and Dunn point to instability in the world of late adolescents and societal 
value shifts that have personified the culture of late adolescence. These authors explain 
the sense of exploration of late adolescents that helps bring about this instability. They 
face instability in their careers, because they have high expectations for work and “expect 
                                                 
5 Peg Tyre, “Bringing up Adultolescents,” Newsweek, March 25, 2002, 38. 
6 “Crash Course,” The Economist, September 7, 2013, http://www.economist.com/node/ 
21584534/print (accessed December 12, 2013). 
7 Darice Britt, “The Growing Demand for Graduate Degrees,” The Mobile Issue, June 2013, South 
Source, http://source.southuniversity.edu/the-growing-demand-for-graduate-degrees-29351.aspx (accessed 
December 12, 2013). 
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to find a job that will be an expression of their identity. Merely being able to ‘buy more 
stuff’ is not enough. Most want to find a job that will make them ‘a better person’ and 
hopefully do some good for others as well.”8 Late adolescents also face instability in their 
relationships as they learn what it means to develop intimate friendships with depth. 
Those who are married must learn how to grow in intimacy with their spouse, while 
finding time and space to develop friendships with co-workers and friends. Most single 
late adolescents actively seek a mate, which creates instability in itself. Finally, Sundene 
and Dunn point out the physical instability faced by late adolescents.9 Physical fitness is 
an important aspect of life for late adolescents, especially for those who are single. 
Instability is felt when so much time and energy have to go into getting in shape, 
preparing and eating nutritious foods, and living a healthy lifestyle. In addition, most in 
their twenties begin to realize their body chemistry is changing and weight gain is lost 
more slowly. 
 Another change in the late adolescent culture is the shifting of values in society. 
Today’s late adolescents have grown up in the postmodern culture where truth is difficult 
to pinpoint. C. Smith and Snell’s Souls in Transition states that most eighteen to twenty-
three year olds they interviewed were “de facto doubtful that an identifiable, objective, 
shared reality might exist across and around all people that can serve as a reliable 
reference point for relational deliberation and argument.”10 They could not determine 
                                                 
8 Jeffrey Jensen Arnett, Emerging Adulthood: The Winding Road from the Late Teens through the 
Twenties (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 143. 
9 Sundene and Dunn, Shaping the Journey of Emerging Adults, 33. 
10 C. Smith and Snell, Souls in Transition, 45. 
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objective truth in the world.11 The late adolescents that were interviewed could not 
distinguish between objective moral truth and relative human invention. In addition, late 
adolescents are more aware of diversity in the world. Since information is so easily 
accessible, ideas and values of other cultures are more accepted in today’s Western 
society.12 
 The world has changed for late adolescents. The natural development from 
adolescence into adulthood has been lost, and so has the innocence of the past. Most late 
adolescents live with high levels of anxiety as they seek stability in an unstable world and 
try to hold on to values that are constantly in flux. The only thing in their lives that seems 
to be a constant is change.  
 
Culture of Raleigh for Late Adolescents 
During the process of individuation late adolescents in Raleigh face the same 
issues of identity, autonomy, and belonging as others around the country. The sense of 
systemic abandonment abounds. Instability and value shifts are prevalent in the city. 
However, there are additional unique challenges late adolescents face in Raleigh and its 
surrounding areas of North Carolina.  
 
Cultural Influence of Raleigh’s Physical Location as Part of “the Triangle” 
 
Due to Raleigh’s location and its proximity to high-tech companies and 
exceptional universities, late adolescents are faced with great competition for jobs. 
                                                 
11 Ibid., 46. 
12 Sundene and Dunn, Shaping the Journey of Emerging Adults, 30-36. 
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Raleigh is centrally located in the heart of North Carolina and is part of what many call 
“the Triangle,” along with Durham and Chapel Hill. It is the capital of North Carolina 
and is a vibrant and growing city. As the capital city, it houses the state’s government and 
some of the largest banks in the world. Raleigh is also just fifteen miles from the 
Research Triangle Park, “the nation’s largest planned research development community 
where you’ll find some of the world’s largest corporations, as well as promising start-ups 
working side-by-side.”13 The close proximity to the Triangle provides late adolescents 
much opportunity to find well-paid jobs, but it also creates a high level of competition.  
In addition to its unique location, over the last several years, Raleigh has been one 
of the most celebrated cities in America. In 2013 Forbes magazine recognized Raleigh as 
being sixth of “Fastest Growing Cities in the U.S.”14 and second of “Next Biggest Boom 
Towns”15 in the country. With these accolades among many others, there has been an 
increase in population in Raleigh.16 People moving here seeking high-paying jobs have 
created a larger pool of well-qualified candidates in the job market. Therefore, it has 
caused more competition among job seekers.  
                                                 
13 The Chamber: Greater Raleigh Chamber of Commerce, “Welcome to Raleigh and Research 
Triangle,” http://www.raleighchamber.org/newcomers (accessed May 11, 2011). 
14 Forbes, “America’s Fastest Growing Cities,” http://www.forbes.com/pictures/mlj45hfdf/6-
raleigh-nc/ (accessed December 12, 2013). 
15 Joel Kotkin, “The Next Big Boom Towns in the U.S.,” Forbes, July 6, 2011, 
http://www.forbes.com/sites/joelkotkin/2011/07/06/the-next-big-boom-towns-in-the-u-s/ (accessed 
December 12, 2013). 
16 Jason Koebler, “Ten Metro Areas with the Largest Population Growth,” U.S. News and World 
Report, April 6, 2011, http://www.usnews.com/news/articles/2011/04/06/10-metro-areas-with-the-largest-
population-growth (accessed December 12, 2013). 
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Raleigh is also surrounded by some of the greatest institutions of higher learning. 
Within a thirty-mile radius, Duke University, University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill, and North Carolina State University draw some of the best students not only from 
within the state but from all over the world. Raleigh was recognized as one of the “Top 5 
Smartest Cities” in the nation in 2010; and on a per-capita basis, the Research Triangle 
area has among the highest number of people holding advanced degrees as any location 
in the United States.17 The number of people with advanced degrees has added to the 
competitiveness in the job market. 
A new study from American City Business Journals ranks Raleigh as the fourth 
best city in the country for young adults to start their careers. The study analyzed 65 
metros with populations above 800,000 searching for qualities that would appeal to 
workers in their twenties and early thirties. The study’s ten-part formula gave superior 
marks to places with strong growth rates, moderate costs of living, and substantial pools 
of young adults who are college-educated and employed.18 Raleigh scored extremely high 
due to the surrounding universities. Many come to school in the region but stay after 
graduation due to the vibrant job market. Raleigh also scored high for the relatively low 
cost of living compared to some of the other major cities around the country. Homes are 
fairly affordable for young adults to purchase even in their entry-level position. 
Furthermore, Raleigh scored well for the availability of diverse sporting and cultural 
                                                 
17 North Carolina State University Math Department, “Raleigh and The Research Triangle,” North 
Carolina State University, http://www.math.ncsu.edu/math/NA/Raleigh.html (accessed May 11, 2011). 
18 Chris Baysden, “Youth Loves Raleigh,” Triangle Business Journal, June 24, 2011, 
http://www.bizjournals.com/triangle/print-edition/2011/06/24/youth-loves-raleigh.html?page=all (accessed 
May 11, 2011). 
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events such as college basketball, professional hockey, off-Broadway theater, and much 
more. All of the possibilities and amenities available in Raleigh have attracted many late 
adolescents in recent years.19  
With so many accolades, Raleigh and the Triangle offer a wealth of opportunities 
for late adolescents. Jobs in a variety of fields are available for emerging adults. There is 
a large pool of emerging adults in the area for social communities and relationships. The 
neighborhoods are mostly safe, and schools are highly rated for families with young 
children. Raleigh presents opportunities of growth in all aspects of life. 
 
Pressures of Achievement 
 A brief case study is the best way to explain the pressures adolescents face while 
seeking to achieve. These pressures impact their lives in such a way that causes 
adolescents to wrap their identity in their achievements rather than developing a healthy 
sense of self. “Sarah” was a model high school student.20 She was conscientious, loved to 
have fun, and was always respectful. As an excellent student, she tried extremely hard to 
achieve at the highest level. She excelled in the classroom through dedication and a 
tremendous work ethic. Sarah’s work ethic also crossed over onto the basketball court. 
She played on the varsity basketball team as the point guard for three years. Though her 
                                                 
19 An interactive tool published by the Census Bureau shows which parts of the country are seeing 
their population boom and which are going bust from aging populations and weakening local economies. It 
is easy to surmise the areas that are booming are attracting young adults who are seeking jobs and building 
families. U.S. Census Bureau, “Wake County, North Carolina,” http://flowsmapper.geo.census.gov/ 
flowsmapper/map.html (accessed December 13, 2013).  
20 “Sarah,” interviews by author, Raleigh, NC, 2004-2014. I personally watched this late 
adolescent progress through her developmental stages.  
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athletic talent was average, she excelled due to her extraordinary effort and fierce 
competitiveness.  
Sarah understood what it took to achieve her goals. She wanted to join her two 
older sisters at the University of North Carolina, one of the elite institutions in the area. In 
high school, she took Advanced Placement courses in subjects in which she really was 
not interested but needed the extra points for her grade point average to remain 
competitive. She struggled through four to five hours of homework each day, typically 
finishing at 1:30 a.m. She went to bed for a few hours, only to begin another grueling day 
in the morning with school and practice.  
During her senior year, she anxiously waited for an acceptance letter for the 
University of North Caroline. The envelope finally arrived with an unexpected response. 
Sarah had been rejected, and it devastated her life. Everything she had worked for seemed 
for nothing. The pressure to achieve for the sake of getting into a prestigious college 
shaped her high school years and her identity as a person. For several months, Sarah 
struggled to regain her footing in life. She had lost her identity as a student and as a 
Christian. Sarah struggled with being depressed, not knowing where to set her sights to 
reorient herself in life. Though she was able to reconfigure her life with new goals and 
outlook after much encouragement from her family and friends, the rejection threw her 
into a tailspin for those several months. 
Late adolescents like Sarah grow up under great pressure to achieve. Ever since 
they were children, they have been pressured to excel in academics, sports, arts, and other 
arenas of life. In Ties That Stress, Elkind has labeled this pressure to achieve as the “new 
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postmodern morbidity” and writes: “Today, postmodern psychological and social 
pressures—what I have called the new imbalance—not physical disease, account for most 
of the deaths and illness among children and youth. And it is these stress-related illnesses 
and deaths that constitute the new postmodern morbidity.”21 Elkind argues the stresses 
caused by different pressures are harmful to the physical health of adolescents. While 
Elkind points to several other factors for the postmodern morbidity in children and 
adolescence, the main cause is tension caused by pressure to achieve. This stress is very 
prevalent in Raleigh’s adolescents.  
For midadolescents, high school education is one of the main sources of stress and 
pressure. They face incredible burdens to achieve high grades at all costs, including 
cheating if necessary. However, the end goal is what pushes students to the brink. High 
school students know they have to attain high grades, high test scores, and various honors 
inside and outside the classroom to build a résumé that will open the doors to prestigious 
universities. Upon entering into these select institutions of higher learning, the students 
are back in the grind to obtain the undergraduate and post-graduate degrees to land the 
high-paying jobs that they think will ultimately provide them a life of happiness. Denise 
Clark Pope calls this false hope the “grade trap.”22 
Though there are many fallacies in this line of thinking, there is an element of 
truth that makes it so difficult for students not to fall into the trap. Job prospects and 
earning power are better for those with higher degrees. In a study reported by The 
                                                 
21 Elkind, Ties That Stres, 202. 
22 Denise Clark Pope, “Doing School”: How We Are Creating a Generation of Stressed Out, 
Materialistic, and Miseducated Students (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2001), 153. 
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Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce in 2011, people with a 
bachelor’s degree make 84 percent more over a lifetime than high school graduates. In 
1999, the premium was 75 percent. In The College Payoff, Anthony P. Carnevale, 
Stephen J. Rose, and Ban Cheah have reported the following:  
A 2002 Census Bureau study estimated that in 1999, the average lifetime earnings 
of a Bachelor’s degree holder was $2.7 million (2009 dollars), 75 percent more 
than that earned by high school graduates in 1999. Today, we find similar 
numbers—but since 1999, the premium on college education has grown to 84 
percent. In other words, over a lifetime, a Bachelor’s degree is worth $2.8 million 
on average.23  
 
This study supports the need for college degrees for higher earning potential. 
Furthermore, on average, a doctoral degree-holder will earn $3.3 million over a lifetime, 
compared to $2.3 million for a college graduate and $1.3 million for those with a high 
school diploma. These same researchers also have estimated that 63 percent of American 
jobs will require some sort of postsecondary education or training by 2018.24 These are 
staggering figures that support the fallacy of the grade trap. In addition, in a competitive 
job market a degree from a prestigious university may lead to more open doors and even 
a higher income than a degree from a college considered as having lower standards for 
admission. A law degree from Harvard University would be seen in a different light than 
a law degree from Campbell University, a law school located in downtown Raleigh. The 
general public holds a higher regard for degrees from Ivy League schools compared to 
most other institutions of higher learning.  
                                                 
23 Anthony P. Carnevale, Stephen J. Rose, and Ban Cheah, The College Payoff: Education, 
Occupations, Lifetime Earnings (Washington, DC: The Georgetown Univeristy Center on Education and 
the Workforce, 2011), 1. 
24 Ibid. 
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This high-achievement/high-reward mentality does not take into account the 
internal motivations for living a healthy and fulfilling life. When Pope interviewed 
students during her research, she observed their desire to feel good about their self-image 
and their achievements: “They wanted to believe that they deserved their high grades and 
status and that they had earned their success.”25 However, each one of the students 
believed the end justified the means in which they managed their education through high 
school and beyond. Essentially, their happiness and fulfillment as a person could not 
overcome the pressures of higher grades and better colleges. Many adolescents in Raleigh 
have the same mentality as the students interviewed by Pope. They desire to earn their 
success as much as possible but are willing to do whatever it takes to obtain the grades 
needed in high school and college.  
Education remains as one of the main sources of stress in achievement for late 
adolescents. After surviving the intense pressures of achievement during the high school 
years to be accepted into a four-year university, pressures to achieve do not recede. As a 
matter of fact, the pressures to succeed in college may be greater in order to gain entrance 
into a graduate program. As graduate degrees have become more prevalent in recent 
years, competition for high-paying salaries has increased, putting even more stress and 
pressure on undergraduates. Since Raleigh and the Triangle have the highest rate of 
people with advanced degrees per capita, the pressures to obtain graduate degrees are 
even higher to compete within the local job market.  
                                                 
25 Pope, Doing School, 154. 
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Those in generations that grew up in the 1960s and 1970s did not face the same 
types of pressures as today’s late adolescents. Fifty years ago, high school graduates 
could find sustainable wages in the mining fields of West Virginia or auto assembly lines 
in Detroit. They could count on annual raises and opportunity to jump into management 
for those who excelled at their jobs. No additional education was needed to climb the 
ladder in their fields, because on-the-job training and experience trumped higher 
education.26 However, this is no longer the case for late adolescents in Raleigh. In a 
recent economic news release by the United States Department of Labor, 66.2 percent of 
2012 high school graduates were enrolled in colleges or universities.27 As of 2011, there 
were 1.73 million students in a graduate program. From 2001 to 2011, applications for 
graduate programs increased 5.6 percent annually and graduate applications for 2012 
topped out at 1.88 million.28 Competition for higher levels of education has increased 
astronomically since the 1960s, and today’s global marketplace only drives these figures 
higher each year. This competition is especially high in Raleigh and in the Triangle area.  
Another source of pressure for today’s late adolescence is the global job market. 
With the expansion of technology, the world has become “flat” according to Thomas L. 
Friedman.29 In his book, The World Is Flat, Friedman presents a strong argument for 
                                                 
26 Settersten and Ray, Not Quite Adults, 8-9. 
27 The United States Department of Labor, “Economic News Release,” http://www.bls.gov/ 
news.release/hsgec.nr0.htm (accessed April 27, 2013). 
28 Council of Graduate Schools, “Graduate Enrollment and Degrees: 2001 to, 2011,” Issuu, 
http://issuu.com/council_of_graduate_schools/docs/graduate_enrollment_and_degrees_report_2011_final/1
1 (accessed April 27, 2013), 5-10. 
29 Thomas L. Friedman, The World Is Flat: A Brief History of the Twenty-First Century, rev. ed. 
(New York: Picador, 2007). 
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governments and businesses to stay ahead of the technological curve in order to compete 
globally. Technology has created the ability for companies to outsource certain parts of 
their business to workers all over the world for less cost, causing the world of the 
competitive job market to be “flat” as Friedman describes. The “flattening” of the global 
job market not only has caused late adolescents in Raleigh to compete against their peers 
in the United States, but they are also competing against their peers around the world to 
keep jobs from being outsourced to other parts of the world. This has added additional 
pressures to Raleigh’s late adolescents.  
Due to the additional competition for global jobs and the constant pressures to 
achieve, Raleigh’s late adolescents are questioning the centrality of work in their lives. 
“Today’s generation has watched their parents scramble to stay ahead in a new regime of 
‘free agents,’ ‘just in time’ production, corporate downsizing, and globalization. The 
world of work has become increasingly uncertain, and it is an increasingly winner-take-
all playing field.”30 Late adolescents have seen how corporations treat their parents, and 
they have rebelled against giving their lives over to corporations who do not return the 
loyalty. 
Rather than climbing the corporate ladder, late adolescents search for jobs that 
reflect their interests and passions. In The Rise of the Creative Class: And How It’s 
Transforming Work, Leisure, Community, and Everyday Life, Richard L. Florida has 
focused on the segment of late adolescents flooding the market as engineers, scientists, 
artists, musicians, fashion designers, and entrepreneurs. They desire careers that tap into 
                                                 
30 Settersten and Ray, Not Quite Adults, 55. 
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their talents and potential not only to make a living but also make a difference in the 
world.31 To these late adolescents, impacting the world is more important than amassing 
wealth. Late adolescents in Raleigh and all over America are trying to balance the desire 
for a comfortable lifestyle afforded by high income and the internal desire to make the 
world a better place to live. Tom Watson offers similar comments in CauseWired: 
Plugged In, Getting Involved, Changing the World: 
It is not universal in the corporate world, but a lot of people are thinking about 
what they’re going to do with their lives, and they want to see . . . what they do in 
jobs as doing some kind of good. This doesn’t mean they won’t be corporate 
lawyers and salesmen. It’s just that they’re very attuned to the idea that they 
shouldn’t do a job just to make money.32  
 
With the change in competition in the global economy and changing perspective 
on work, Raleigh’s late adolescents are filled with anxiety to find the right job that helps 
them to feel fulfilled. Many of them end up job-hopping in search of the “perfect job.” 
Unfortunately, many end up feeling lost and unfulfilled because they are unable to find 
the job that pays a high wage and makes them feel fulfilled. In an article published by 
Forbes, Jeanne Meister has reported that 91 percent of late adolescents (born between 
1977 and 1997) expect to stay in a job less than three years.33 This means that people 
could have fifteen to twenty jobs in a career. Each time they switch jobs, the pressure and 
                                                 
31 Richard L. Florida, The Rise of the Creative Class: And How It’s Transforming Work, Leisure, 
Community and Everyday Life (New York: Basic Books, 2004). 
32 Tom Watson, CauseWired: Plugging in, Getting Involved, Changing the World (Hoboken, NJ: 
Wiley, 2009), 23. 
33 Jeanne Meister, “Job Hopping Is the ‘New Normal’ for Millennials: Three Ways to Prevent a 
Human Resource Nightmare,” Forbes, http://www.forbes.com/sites/jeannemeister/ 2012/08/14/job-
hopping-is-the-new-normal-for-millennials-three-ways-to-prevent-a-human-resource-nightmare/ (accessed 
May 2, 2013). 
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anxiety mounts to find the perfect job. This impacts their search for identity and their 
progress toward individuation and adulthood.  
In addition to pressures for success in both school and work, late adolescents face 
pressures to “achieve” in relationships by finding a mate. They have pushed back 
marriage over the past fifty years. According to the Census Bureau, the median age of the 
first marriage has increased from 20.5 years old for women and 24 for men in 1960 to 27 
for women and 28.5 for men in 2010.34 In waiting to get married, late adolescents face 
the strains of finding committed relationships as they concentrate more on their career.  
Many late adolescents have preferred “hooking up” rather than spending time and 
energy in building stable relationships. “Hooking up” can be defined as casual sex or 
intimate physical acts without a committed relationship. In a PolicyMic article, Michelle 
Adams comments on how hooking up has actually become part of the culture of late 
adolescents:  
The hook-up culture is definitely something entrenched in the millennial 
generation. With twenty-somethings delaying marriage and not partaking 
in serious monogamous relationships, hooking up seems to be the most 
common method of satisfying those urges. Having casual sex or hooking 
up may eliminate the emotional investment that comes with a relationship. 
Sometimes college students do not have the time to devote to relationships 
or do not want to deal with the work that is involved in a relationship.35  
 
The constant hooking up and not investing in lasting relationships adds to the anxiety of 
finding the right mate when these late adolescents are ready to settle down. Most of these 
                                                 
34 The United States Census Bureau, “The Median Age of First Marriage by Sex: 1890 to, 2010,” 
http://www.census.gov/hhes/socdemo/marriage/data/acs/ElliottetalPAA2012figs.pdf (accessed May 2, 
2013), 1. 
35 Michelle Adams, “Millennial Sex Is Defined by the Hook up Culture, and College Campuses 
Are Taking Note,” PolicyMic, http://www.policymic.com/articles/17741/millennial-sex-is-defined-by-the-
hook-up-culture-and-college-campuses-are-taking-note (accessed May 2, 2013). 
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late adolescents have not learned how to live in a committed relationship. In addition, 
many struggle to find possible mates who hold similar morals and interests.  
According to Frank Furstenberg, professor of Sociology and Research and an 
associate in the Population Studies Center at the University of Pennsylvania, late 
adolescents have redefined the meaning of marriage. Rather than a natural next step of 
adulthood, Furstenberg believes marriage is more demanding because expectations have 
risen and the search for the perfect match is more anxiety producing.36 While in the past 
marriage served as financial stability for women, today’s late adolescent females are not 
dependent on men to completely provide for the family financially. Since most late 
adolescent women in Raleigh are in the workforce, they have the ability to be financially 
independent.37 Today, both late adolescent males and females seek stable relationships 
rather than financial support. Furstenberg writes: “Interestingly, the ability to bring home 
a good income ranks lower on both men and women’s scale of ‘what makes a good 
partner.’ At the top are things like, he/she is a good parent, is compassionate, puts family 
first.”38 Placing less emphasis on money and higher emphasis on personality and 
character has made finding the right mate even more difficult for late adolescents in 
Raleigh. As marriage and family expert A. J. Cherlin says of this new meaning of 
marriage, “Being married is less a requirement of adult role and more an individualized 
                                                 
36 Frank Furstenberg, “Parenthood Takes Precedence over Marriage in Recent Survey of 
Millennials,” The Network on Transitions to Adulthood, http://transitions.s410.sureserver.com/tag/frank-
furstenberg/ (accessed May 2, 2013). 
37 Jonathan House, “Women Reach a Milestone in Job Market,” The Wall Street Journal, 
http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB10001424052702303755504579203833804047994 (accessed 
December 14, 2013). 
38 Furstenberg, “Parenthood Takes Precedence over Marriage in Recent Survey of Millennials.” 
54 
 
achievement—a symbol of successful self-development.”39 Today’s late adolescents are 
looking for a good companion who is willing to share life together. 
With pressures mounting on late adolescents to achieve higher levels of 
education, compete in a global marketplace, and find the perfect mate, many late 
adolescents have failed to make the transition into adulthood. They are still searching for 
their identities and their place in the world. They are trying to overcome the pressures and 
anxiety to reach adulthood in this rapidly changing culture, but many do not have the 
guidance or the support system to help them make the leap. 
 
Late Adolescents at Trinity Baptist Church, Raleigh 
 Late adolescents at Trinity Baptist Church are not any different than those around 
the country in medium to large cities. Most are high achievers in society and can be 
considered young professionals. Almost all of them have an undergraduate degree from a 
major university, and large percentages have either completed or are in pursuit of a 
master’s degree. Furthermore, many already have acquired an entry-level position in their 
professional career. In addition, over half of the young professionals either have married 
or are in a committed relationship.40  
 Over the past three or four years, there has been a noticeable increase of young 
professionals attending worship at Trinity Baptist. These late adolescent professionals 
                                                 
39 A. J. Cherlin, “American Marriage in the Early Twenty-First Century,” Future Child 15, no. 2 
(Fall 2005). 
40 Young Adult Sunday School participants, interviews by author, Raleigh, NC, 2004-2014. This is 
an informal observational survey that I conducted as I studied the rolls of young adult Sunday School 
classes. I have based my comments on knowing most of the young adults personally over my past ten years 
of service at Trinity Baptist Church.  
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currently make up 6 percent to 7 percent of the congregation on any given Sunday.41 
With the surrounding neighborhoods near the church changing over to younger families 
and businesses moving into the area, due to midtown development, the population of 
young professionals has grown. This has led to increased attendance of young adults at 
Trinity Baptist Church.  
 In addition to the increase in population of late adolescents in the area, many 
choose to attend Trinity Baptist because of the style of worship. The traditional worship 
style provides a familiar setting for what most of them experienced during their 
childhood. In addition, the traditional style provides time and space within worship to 
ponder the mystery of God. Robert Webber, in Ancient-Future Faith: Rethinking 
Evangelicalism for a Postmodern World, has written: “The story of Christianity moves 
from a focus on mystery in the classical period, to institution in the medieval era, to 
individualism in the Reformation era, to reason in the modern era, and, now, in the 
postmodern era, back to mystery.”42 Unlike the modern era, postmodern late adolescents 
are comfortable not having all of the answers and pondering the unknown. Trinity’s 
vibrant and participatory worship allows late adolescents to seek an authentic faith while 
being able to sit comfortably in the mystery of God. Those in attendance have referred to 
the preaching and teaching as authentic and relevant for today’s postmodern and post-
                                                 
41 Trinity Baptist Church, Sunday School Attendance. This is based on the average attendance of 
eighteen to thirty year olds compared to the average attendance of the entire church in Sunday School at 
Trinity Baptist Church. This research was conducted in May 2013.  
42 Robert Webber, Ancient-Future Faith: Rethinking Evangelicalism for a Postmodern World 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1999), 16. 
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Christian culture.43 They are seekers of their own faith, which is grounded in the depth of 
knowledge and the mystery of the unexplainable.  
 While leading a planning meeting with the Young Adult Leadership Team of 
Trinity Baptist Church through an exercise to describe the characteristics of themselves 
and their peers, they used words such as “non-committal,” “egocentric,” “identity-
seeking,” and “emerging.” At the same time, they described themselves as “justice-
oriented,” “health conscious,” and “optimistic.”44 This captures the essence of late 
adolescents at Trinity Baptist Church. They are aware of the cultural influences that keep 
them from becoming healthy adults with mature faith, but they are optimistic about their 
future. They understand the journey into adulthood is not easily made without the support 
of a mentoring community that desires to give guidance and support in matters of work, 
relationships, and faith. In addition, Trinity’s late adolescents desire to connect with one 
another in order to have the support system to overcome the challenges of moving into 
full adulthood.  
  
 
                                                 
43 Natalie Cooke, Ronnie DeFrancis, Justin Johnson, Christine Johnson, Trevor Johnson, Jessica 
Dobyns, and Sarah Buster, interviews by author, Raleigh, NC, May 29, 2013. This was a group interview 
of the Young Adult Leadership Team at Trinity Baptist Church.  
44 Ibid. 
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CHAPTER 3 
CHRISTIAN DISCIPLESHIP FOR LATE ADOLESCENTS 
 
 
 The youth group at Trinity Baptist Church in Raleigh, like many across North 
America, is thriving. Middle school and high school students are coming to faith, being 
discipled in Christian living, and practicing their faith through mission experiences. From 
2003 through 2013, the average attendance of Trinity’s youth programs nearly doubled.1 
However, the percentage of those graduating from Trinity’s youth ministry who stay 
faithful to their commitment to being a follower of Jesus as late adolescents has not 
increased.  
 Kinnaman suggests that the first step in figuring out why twentysomethings drop 
from church is to first understand two simple facts. First, teenagers are some of the most 
religiously active Americans; and second, American twentysomethings are the least 
religiously active.2 Research by the Barna Group shows that there is a 43 percent decline 
                                                 
1 Trinity Baptist Church, Sunday School Attendance; Trinity Baptist Church, Wednesday Youth 
Group Attendance (Raleigh, NC: Trinity Baptist Church, 2003-2013). The average attendance in youth 
programs is measured by attendance at Sunday School, Wednesday night activities, and attendance on 
retreats and mission trips. The percentage of students graduating from Trinity’s youth ministry and 
remaining faithful to their faith commitments is an observation I have made over a decade. Although it is 
not scientifically confirmed data, it is an educated observation. 
2 Kinnaman, You Lost Me, 22. 
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in church participation from youth group to late adolescence before climbing back to the 
same level as senior adults.3 This accounts for nearly eight million late adolescents who 
have not continued with church attendance after being active as middle school and high 
school students.  
 In a separate study by Thom Rainer and Sam S. Rainer III, about 70 percent of 
youth leave the Church by the age of twenty-two.4 The overwhelming majority of these 
dropouts do not only leave their church. They abandon their faith.  
In trying to explain the reality of late adolescents leaving the church, Drew Dyck 
points to the shifting impact of postmodernism in Generation Ex-Christian: Why Young 
Adults Are Leaving the Faith . . . and How to Bring them Back. Dyck’s overarching 
definition of postmodernism boils down to the skepticism of the accepted metanarrative 
of society. Postmodernists often rebel against the idea of one story fits all.5  
Dyck gives three characteristics of postmodernists that have caused the shift in 
society for most late adolescents and consequently have bled into their faith, causing 
them to be disengaged from the Church. First, postmodernists believe there is a different 
“truth” for each person; and experience, rather than rationality, defines that truth. Second, 
postmodernists are deconstructionists. They break apart any “truth” claimed by society or 
the Church and look for contradictions and oppositions. The third characteristic is an 
overwhelming concern for the marginalized. While this is a positive characteristic for 
faith, it is a knock against the metanarratives that often neglect marginalized people. 
                                                 
3 Ibid. 
 
4 Thom Rainer and Sam S. Rainer III, Essential Church (Nashville: B&H Publishing, 2008), 4. 
 
5 Drew Dyck, Generation Ex-Christian: Why Young adults Are Leaving the Faith . . . and How to 
Bring them Back (Chicago: Moody Publishers, 2010), 26-27. 
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Dyck suggests that postmodernism is neither good nor bad; but it has impacted the 
culture of many late adolescents, especially how they view their faith.6 
 Christian discipleship for late adolescents has changed as culture has shifted. It 
has become more difficult for late adolescents to develop into a mature Christian as they 
learn to navigate their way through the postmodern culture. The good news is that the 
Christian journey is for everyone in any life stage. Willard supports the idea of the 
Christian journey being available for anyone. “The disciple of Jesus is not the deluxe or 
heavy-duty model of the Christian—especially padded, textured, streamlined, and 
empowered for the fast lane on the straight and narrow way. He stands on the pages of 
the New Testament as the first level of basic transportation in the Kingdom of God.”7 
Everyone who loves and desires after God’s own heart is a disciple, no matter what age a 
person might be. 
 In The Spirit of Disciplines, Willard argues that today’s American churches 
present discipleship as something optional for Christians. In most churches, discipleship 
is a program offered as voluntary classes. Eugene Peterson makes a similar charge: 
“Millions of people in our culture make decisions for Christ, but there is a dreadful 
attrition rate. Many claim to have been born again, but the evidence for mature Christian 
discipleship is slim.”8 However, a different model was presented to the Church before 
Jesus ascended into heaven. In Matthew 28:19, Jesus charges his followers to go and 
                                                 
6 Ibid., 27-30. 
 
7 Dallas Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines: Understanding How God Changes Lives (New 
York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1988), 258. 
 
8 Eugene Peterson, A Long Obedience in the Same Direction, 2nd ed. (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 2000), 16. 
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make disciples. Only then are they to be baptized in the name of the Father, Son, and the 
Holy Spirit.9 
 In Jesus’ time, discipleship meant a person had to drop everything in life and 
follow Jesus from town to town, learning to be like him in thought, attitude, and action. It 
was costly to become a disciple of Christ. Though disciples cannot be with Jesus in the 
same way today, the “priorities and intentions of disciples are forever the same.”10 
Followers of Jesus still must count the cost of discipleship and choose to become Christ-
like, doing whatever it takes to be like him in faith and practice. Henri Nouwen calls this 
“becoming the beloved.”11 
 In a world of smart phones, high-speed Internet, and fast food, postmodern people 
are in a hurry—even in Christian discipleship. People might desire to be Christ-like, but 
few are willing to put the time and energy into what it takes to be like Jesus. Richard J. 
Foster labels this the “doctrine of instant satisfaction.”12 Christians of all ages fall into the 
trap of desiring to be an instantly mature disciple without putting in the hard work of 
practicing spiritual disciplines that lead to spiritual maturity. 
Willard gives a great example of those who desire to be like Christ but are 
unwilling to do the work. He uses a metaphor of a fan watching his favorite baseball 
player and imitating everything the player does in the batter’s box. The fan stands at the 
                                                 
9 Willard, The Spirit of the  Disciplines, 260. 
 
10 Ibid., 261. 
 
11 Henri Nouwen, Life of the Beloved: Spiritual Living in a Secular World (New York: The 
Crossroad Publishing Company, 1992), 33. 
 
12 Richard J. Foster, Celebration of Discipline: The Path to Spiritual Growth (New York: 
HarperCollins Publishing, 1978), 1. 
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plate like the player, goes through the batting ritual like the player, and might even dress 
like the player. However, the fan has not put in the practice time honing the skills 
necessary to hit a baseball that is coming toward him at 100 miles per hour. The fan has 
not spent time in the batting cage, whacking countless balls for hours. The fan has not 
trained the eye to see the spin of the pitch to determine whether it is a fastball, curve ball, 
or a slider. Willard says, “A baseball player who expects to excel in the game without 
adequate exercise of his body is no more ridiculous than the Christian who hoped to be 
able to act in the manner of Christ when put to the test without the appropriate exercise in 
godly living.”13 Choosing to become a disciple of Christ is immediate, but becoming 
Christ-like in discipleship takes a lifetime. Peterson refers to this as “long obedience in 
the same direction.”14 Discipleship is a lifelong process that requires a commitment to 
follow the ways of Christ in faith and practice. 
 
Past Models of Discipleship 
 In her book, Sacred Roads: Exploring the Historic Paths to Discipleship, Heather 
Zempel surveys the different roads to discipleship taken by Christians throughout history: 
When I began to explore my own heritage as a follower of Christ, I discovered 
sacred roads for discipleship that could catalyze my own spiritual growth. 
Exploring the history of the church in the Catacombs gave me a new 
understanding and appreciation for Christian community. Realizing that God was 
still at work between Constantine and the Reformation, I rescued some proverbial 
babies that most Protestants threw out with the bath water. I even conceded that 
the social gospel, no matter how theologically messed up it might have become, 
had some things to teach me about the heart of Jesus.15 
                                                 
13 Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines, 3-5. 
 
14 Peterson, Long Obedience in the Same Direction, 16. 
 
15 Heather Zempel, Sacred Roads: Exploring the Historic Paths of Discipleship (Nashville: 
LifeWay Press, 2009), 11. 
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She suggests there are thousands, if not millions, of methods to discipleship. However, 
she manages to categorize the methods into five main categories: Relational, 
Experiential, Academic, Personal, and Incarnational. Zempel’s five categories provide a 
solid structure to help survey the different models of discipleship and some of the key 
concepts. To keep the survey of the discipleship models concise, I combined Zempel’s 
categories of Academic and Personal models as the Intellectual model of discipleship.  
 
Relational Model of Discipleship 
 Relational discipleship is based on the idea that Christians will grow closer to 
Christ as they grow closer to other followers of Jesus. Through the fellowship of 
believers and missional living of people, discipleship happens through the vast and 
intricate network of relationships.16 In Relationships Unfiltered, Andrew Root contends 
that relational ministry is not influencing someone else toward an end but rather pushing 
the person to “follow a God manifested in the person of Jesus Christ, who suffers with us 
by encountering us in relationship.”17 These are the foundations upon which most small 
groups, Sunday School classes, and mentoring relationships are based.  
 The Relational model of discipleship is reflected biblically in Paul’s 
encouragement to Timothy: “And the things you have heard me say in the presence of 
many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others” (2 
Timothy 2:2). The relational nature of discipleship is also reflected in the description of 
                                                 
16 Ibid., 15. 
 
17 Andrew Root, Relationships Unfiltered: Help for Youth Workers, Volunteers, and Parents on 
Creating Authentic Relationships (El Cajon, CA: Zondervan/Youth Specialties, 2009), 11. 
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the first church in Acts 2, where early Christians met together in homes and devoted 
themselves to the fellowship of all believers.  
In Matthew 16:18, after giving him the name “Peter,” Jesus declared, “On this 
rock I will build my church.” Jesus was not referring to a concrete slab or a physical 
structure. He was declaring that the Church would be a network of people who are 
connected by their discipleship to Christ. In the early Church, Christ-followers grew 
closer to Christ as they became more intimate with one another. Discipleship occurred 
through influence rather than direct instruction. 
 In The Kingdom Life, Bill Thrall and Bruce McNicol believe that “spiritual 
formation is rooted in relationship with God and one another.”18 A trustworthy 
community of believers can help a person discover his or her true identity while learning 
to live in trust, love, grace, humility, dignity, and justice. The relationships formed in 
these communities help to validate a believer’s selfhood and assist in defining the way a 
person should live in accordance to God’s guidance found in the Bible and through the 
leading of the Holy Spirit.  
 As the author of Celebration of Discipline, Foster believed in the power of 
relational discipleship. The corporate disciplines of confession, worship, guidance, and 
celebration are done in community with fellow believers to grow in faith. Confession, in 
Christian community, is giving one another the opportunity to practice forgiveness and 
redemption through one’s own admission of sin. Worship is “to know, to feel, and to 
experience the resurrected Christ in the midst of the gathered community. It [worship] is 
                                                 
18 Bill Thrall and Bruce McNicol, “Communities of Grace,” in The Kingdom Life: A Practical 
Theology of Discipleship and Spiritual Formation, ed. Alan Andrews (Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 
2010), 59. 
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a breaking into the Shekinah (glory or radiance) of God, or better yet, being invaded by 
the Shekinah of God.”19 Guidance is given to individuals and also to communities of 
believers. God leads and directs people toward building the kingdom of God on earth as it 
is in heaven. Through Scripture, prayer, and promptings of the Spirit, the Body of Christ 
is led into divine kingdom building. The last of the corporate disciplines is celebration. 
Celebration brings joy into life and builds up the community of faith. It is a joyful spirit 
that infectiously spreads throughout the Body of Christ.20 Foster believed living life 
together as a Christian community helped sharpen one another in Christian love.  
 Peterson agrees with Foster that participation in a community of faith is not only 
vital but a requirement of discipleship. “Our membership in the church is a corollary of 
our faith in Christ. We can no more be a Christian and have nothing to do with the church 
than we can be a person and not be in a family.”21 Peterson points to Psalm 133, which 
gives two poetic images of an encouraging and edifying community. The first image 
describes community as “precious oil flowing down head and beard, flowing down 
Aaron’s beard, flowing down the collar of his priestly robes” (Psalm 133:2). Peterson 
explains that the image comes from Exodus 29, where instructions were given for the 
ordination of Aaron and other priests. The oil was to be poured on their heads as a 
symbol of the Spirit of God being poured out on them and marking them as a priest. 
Peterson uses this imagery in Christian community as being priests to one another. 
“Living together means seeing the oil flow over the head, down the face, through the 
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20 Ibid., 143-210. 
 
21 Peterson, A Long Obedience in the Same Direction, 175. 
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beard, onto shoulders of the other—and when I see that I know that my brother, my 
sister, is my priest. When we see the other as God’s anointed, our relationships are 
profoundly affected.”22 
 The second poetic image in Psalm 133 is found in the last line concluding the 
good and delightful life together, where the “Lord bestows his blessing, even life 
forevermore” (Psalm 133:3). Peterson describes true fellowship as a glimpse of heaven: 
“Where relationships are warm and expectancies fresh, we are already beginning to enjoy 
the life together that will be completed in our life everlasting.”23 Community is filled 
with joy and love that can be only experienced through the bond of Christ.  
 The Relational model of discipleship is grounded in Scripture and exemplified by 
Christ. Its effectiveness is evident. Community plays a large role in spiritual formation as 
a person feels the love and grace of the Body of Christ. Nouwen’s description of 
community summarizes the power of relational discipleship. “In the light of God’s 
unconditional love and our own belovedness, we may experience our hearts expanding as 
if there are no limits.”24 
 
Experiential Model of Discipleship 
 As the Church became more institutionalized in the late fourth century, the 
Relational model of discipleship gave way to the Experiential model using all five senses. 
Visually pleasing buildings were built for Christian worship, aromatic incense was 
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burned as part of a ritual, music was composed as a way of audial expression, and the 
Passion narrative was celebrated in worship at a set time and place. Experiential 
discipleship taught Christians about Jesus and connected with God through sights, 
sounds, and smells that were strategically chosen to point people toward Christ.25 
 Though the Experiential model of discipleship was mainly implemented by the 
Catholic Church in the Dark Ages and kept by the Anglican and Orthodox traditions post-
Reformation, many facets are making resurgence into current worship and discipleship. 
Architecture, music, iconography, and art have become a major part of the new 
postmodern and emerging church worship experiences.26 Today’s churches are 
rediscovering ancient ways of worship and discipleship. Webber has coined this 
movement as “ancient-future.”27  
Webber’s ancient-future perspective is anchored in three significant quests that 
are occurring in churches today. First, contemporary churches long to discover the roots 
of the faith in the biblical and classical tradition of the Church. Second, they search for a 
connection to history. Finally, the insights and practices of the biblical tradition and 
Christian history are being infused with the current cultural environment to deliver an 
authentic faith. Webber argues that the way into the future is not innovation but rather a 
look back to the past.28 
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Throughout the New Testament, Jesus modeled experiential discipleship with his 
disciples. Matthew 17:24-27 recounts the story of Jesus teaching Peter a lesson on God’s 
provision. Peter experienced the miracle of finding coins in a fish to give for temple tax, 
so others would not be offended by their exemption. In the Upper Room, Jesus taught his 
disciples about servanthood by putting on a towel and washing their feet (John 13:1-17). 
Jesus displayed the abundance of God, particularly through the feeding of five thousand 
with just two fish and five loaves of bread (Matthew 14:13-21). These experiential 
learning moments were profound teachings that helped the disciples increase in faith and 
strengthened their resolve to follow Jesus after his death and resurrection.  
The most widespread forms of the Experiential model found in the Church today 
are the ordinances of baptism and communion. Both are sacred observances of Christians 
throughout history used in spiritual formation and discipleship. Webber believes that 
through the ordinances, the observer encounters Jesus. “These signs are not ends in 
themselves or objects of faith, but visible, tangible signs through which we experience a 
special action of God to save us, heal us, and set us aside for a special calling.”29 When a 
person encounters God in this intimate way, discipleship is developed. 
As a contemporary example of experiential discipleship, Nouwen was profoundly 
impacted by his meditation on Rembrandt’s painting, The Return of the Prodigal Son. 
While exhausted from a six-week lecturing trip through the United States, Nouwen was 
vulnerable and lonely when he saw the painting on a friend’s office door.  
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After my long self-exposing journey, the tender embrace of father and son 
expressed everything I desired at that moment. I was indeed the son 
exhausted from long travels; I wanted to be embraced; I was looking for a 
home where I could feel safe. The son-come-home was all I was and all 
that I wanted to be. For so long I had been going from place to place: 
confronting, beseeching, admonishing, and consoling. Now I desired only 
to rest safely in a place where I could feel a sense of belonging, a place 
where I could feel at home.30 
 
Nouwen’s experience with the painting led him to later resign from his teaching position 
at Harvard University and answer the call to help mentally disabled children at L’Arche 
Daybreak in Toronto, Canada. After spending twenty years in the college classroom, 
Nouwen wanted to experience how God truly loves the “poor in spirit in a very special 
way,” and goes on to say, “Even though I may have had little to offer them—they had a 
lot to offer me.”31 
 God is encountered in many different forms, and the Experiential model helps 
facilitate these encounters. By using the bodily senses, a Christian can grow in 
discipleship by experiencing God in the context of a faithful Christian community. Often 
by looking into the past, today’s Christians find ancient ways to develop a deeper faith. 
 
Intellectual Model of Discipleship 
 From the Dark Ages that saw the rise of experiential discipleship, culture 
transitioned into the period of Renaissance and the Age of Enlightenment. This era was 
driven by science and the importance of logic in understanding the world, including faith 
and religion. The invention of the printing press allowed the Bible to be printed in mass 
and became available to the general public. The Protestant Reformation soon gained 
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momentum through great emphasis on Sola Scriptura, by Scriptures alone.32 This gave 
credence to a new form of discipleship that focused on academics and teaching. The 
format of academic discipleship taught about Christ through a systematic and scholarly 
study of Scripture and through the writings of biblical scholars.33 This was combined 
with the emphasis on personal study through spiritual disciplines to create the Intellectual 
model of discipleship.  
 In The Kingdom Life, a group of academic theologians present ten elements of 
spiritual formation and discipleship. The final element states: “Spiritual formation is 
based upon the Bible as God’s reliable and authoritative revelation. The Bible, our 
primary source of truth, guides and informs the use of spiritual disciplines and models of 
spirituality as they have emerged worldwide and throughout time.”34 In keeping with the 
teachings found in the Protestant Reformation, it supports the idea of discipleship 
occurring in the lives of Christians through the work of the Holy Spirit in each individual 
and through the practice of spiritual disciplines by each believer. “Our part is to devote 
ourselves to seeking, inviting, stimulating, cooperating with, and participating in this 
work of the Holy Spirit.”35 
Devotion to discipleship requires intellectual engagement with the Bible, the 
written revelation of God. Willard, in Knowing Christ Today, wrote: “An act of faith in 
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the biblical tradition is always undertaken in an environment of knowledge and is 
inseparable from it.”36 The intellectual understanding of the Bible and its teachings are 
vital to faith and discipleship, according to Willard. The apostle Paul also understood the 
importance of engaging the mind in order to understand God’s will. In Romans 12:2 he 
wrote: “Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing 
of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, 
pleasing and perfect will.” It is in the renewing of the mind or knowledge that 
transformation or spiritual formation occurs. Spiritual disciplines such as Scripture 
reading, prayer, meditation, and many others traditionally have been used to help 
Christians focus their minds on God and develop greater knowledge of God’s character.37 
Foster primarily encourages disciples to hone their spiritual disciplines to grow in 
faith. In Celebration of Discipline, he emphasizes that joy is at the heart of all spiritual 
disciplines. He says, “Joy is the keynote of all Disciplines. The purpose of the Disciplines 
is liberation from the stifling slavery of self-interest and fear. When the inner spirit is 
liberated from all that weighs it down, it can hardly be described as dull drudgery.”38 The 
disciplines are a way for the Holy Spirit to ground the followers of Christ and transform 
them through God’s grace.39  
Foster separates the disciplines into three main categories: Inward Disciplines, 
Outward Disciplines, and Corporate Disciplines. The Inward Disciplines include 
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meditation, prayer, fasting, and study. These disciplines are at the center of the 
Intellectual (Academic and Personal) model of discipleship. Christian meditation is the 
ability to hear God’s voice and obey God’s word.40  
In a fast-paced culture, Foster says noise, hurry, and crowds are three ways the 
Adversary keeps people from experiencing God.41 To avoid the traps of today’s culture, 
meditation is used simply to create emotional and spiritual space for the Holy Spirit to 
freely work in the hearts of Christians. Meditation consists of contemplative prayer, 
devotional reading of Scripture, and pondering the words of God. This discipline focuses 
on the personal aspects of discipleship. 
Prayer is communion with God, creating an avenue for God to change believers 
from within. It is the most central discipline, because it ushers Christians into constant 
communion with God. Prayer is the key to the house of God.42 Foster makes the 
following comment in Prayer: Finding Heart’s True Home:  
He invites us into the living room of his heart, where we can put on old 
slippers and share freely. He invites us into the kitchen of his friendship, 
where chatter and batter mix in good fun. He invites us into the dining 
room of his strength, where we can feast to our heart’s delight. He invites 
us into the study of his wisdom, where we can learn and grow and stretch 
. . . and ask all the questions we want. He invites us into the workshop of 
his creativity, where we can be co-laborers with him, working together to 
determine the outcomes of events. He invites us into the bedroom for rest, 
where new peace is found and where we can be naked and vulnerable and 
free. It is also the place of deepest intimacy, where we know and are 
known to the fullest.43 
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In this way, prayer is the essence of personal discipleship and spiritual formation. In 
addition to prayer, there are other spiritual disciplines to develop spiritual formation—
such as fasting. 
Fasting is a discipline that can be misconstrued. The purpose of fasting is not to 
withhold food from the body for the sake of dieting; rather, fasting is centered on God 
and reminds people that God, and not the things of the world, sustains the world. It helps 
to provide balance in life by prioritizing what is necessary and what is a desire. Fasting 
helps to place God as the “Bread of Life” (cf. John 6:35) and total dependence on him 
who provides everything to sustain life.  
Finally, the Intellectual model of discipleship asserts that study is a way to gain a 
greater understanding of God, creation, and a human’s relationship to the world. Foster 
asserts, “Study is a specific kind of experience in which through careful attention to 
reality the mind is enabled to move in a certain direction.”44 What people think about and 
concentrate on essentially orders their mind. Therefore, if believers focus on Scripture 
and theology, they will transform their mind toward Christ. Study is achieved through 
reading books, hearing lectures, and carefully observing the events and actions of the 
world around us.45 
The Renaissance, Age of Enlightenment, and Protestant Reformation have 
changed the way Christians have approached discipleship and spiritual formation. 
Through the study of Scripture and other theological writings, Christ-followers have 
experienced spiritual growth through a deeper knowledge and understanding of the 
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Trinity. The Intellectual model of discipleship promotes transformation of the human 
mind toward the mind of Christ through knowledge and personal relationship.  
 
Incarnational Model of Discipleship 
 Zempel writes: “Incarnation is God stooping low to get dirty amongst the dregs of 
humanity.”46 Root gives the definition of incarnation through the lens of Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer, a German Lutheran theologian and pastor. “Bonhoeffer answers that he 
(Jesus) is the very incarnation of God in the world, meaning that God is in the world . . . 
God through Christ encounters humanity within creation through the humanity of 
Godself.”47 Simply put, being a follower of Jesus means imitating his pattern of living 
according to the gospel. The Incarnational model of discipleship requires outward action 
to grow inwardly. It means being the hands and feet of Christ through service and 
outreach to others.48 
 The Incarnational model seeks to establish the kingdom of God on earth. 
Incarnationalists take seriously what Jesus taught his disciples to pray, “Your kingdom 
come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven” (Matthew 6:10). Willard believed the 
kingdom of God is not a destination in the future but a reality here and now. He asserted, 
“To enter into the fullness of human life as God intended it—and thus become the kind of 
persons we would expect from looking at Jesus and His teachings—requires us to live our 
                                                 
46 Zempel, Sacred Roads, 97. 
 
47 Root, Relationships Unfiltered, 88-89. 
 
48 Zempel, Sacred Roads, 97. 
 
75 
lives in the kingdom of God . . . the good news is of the availability of life now in the 
kingdom of God by placing our confidence in Jesus as the Lord of all.”49 
 In Matthew 25:31-46, Jesus used the parable of the sheep and goats to emphasize 
the importance of taking care of the poor and the underserved. Specifically, he 
emphasizes the following: 
Then the King will say to those on his right, “Come, you who are blessed 
by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since 
the creation of the world. For I was hungry and you gave me something to 
eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and 
you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and 
you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me. . . . Truly I 
tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and sisters 
of mine, you did for me.” (Matthew 25:34-36, 40) 
 
Jesus clearly states that the actions of his followers demonstrate their commitment to him. 
Craig L. Blomberg puts the focus on the response of the followers and not the specific 
actions: “The sheep are people whose works demonstrate that they have responded 
properly to Christ’s messengers and therefore to his message, however humble the 
situation or actions of those involved.”50 The hearts of the disciples of Jesus are the focus, 
not the works.  
 The Incarnational model of discipleship has gained popularity since the nineteenth 
century, when Washington Gladden and Walter Rauschenbusch led the rise of the social 
gospel. These two pioneers sought to apply the gospel to ethics and social problems with 
the fundamental goal of demonstrating the love of Jesus in practical ways.51 In the same 
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way, many Protestant churches began sending missionaries all over the world. Rather than 
converting the people of different cultures to the Western culture, these missionaries 
attempted to adopt the native languages and customs to reach the people group. Hudson 
Taylor, a British missionary, spent fifty-one years in China spreading the message of Jesus. 
Taylor adopted wearing native Chinese clothing, even though this was rare among 
missionaries of that time, in order to be a part of the community.52 Mary Slessor, a Scottish 
missionary, lived like the natives as she worked tirelessly to rescue children, fight for the 
right of women, reform the penal system, and spread the gospel in Nigeria.53 Missionaries 
to all parts of the world have helped to establish schools, hospitals, and training centers for 
medical personnel to help meet physical needs along with spiritual needs.  
 Another facet of incarnational discipleship is the pursuit of justice. Isaiah 1:17 
says, “Learn to do right; seek justice. Defend the oppressed. Take up the cause of the 
fatherless; plead the case of the widow.” According to Gary A. Haugen, the founder of 
International Justice Mission, the Church mainly has focused on feeding the hungry, 
healing the sick, and providing shelter for the homeless; however, it has yet to learn how 
to rescue the oppressed. His response to this reality is simple: “We can rediscover our 
maker’s passions for the world and for justice—passions that may have grown unfamiliar 
to us. We can come to know the compassion of Jesus like never before as we go with him 
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to look into the eyes of those who are in need of rescue.”54 Haugen’s colleague, Jim 
Martin, believes the work of justice is a call to join in on the work God already is doing, 
rather than going to places where many in the world would consider is void of God. “God 
is inviting us into the place where he is already at work. . . . In the work of justice, God is 
beckoning us to experience his profound love for us and for the vulnerable of this world. 
The call to fight against injustice is therefore the call to intimacy with God and to deep 
discipleship.”55 Through the outward pursuit of justice in the world for the oppressed, the 
Christ-follower will grow in discipleship and spiritual formation.  
 Both Willard and Foster have categorized service as one of the important 
disciplines to practice in discipleship. Willard saw service as using one’s resources for 
the good of others and the causes of God in the world. He especially believed Christians 
who find themselves in positions of influence, power, and leadership should serve to 
build up the kingdom of God with their resources. By being a willing servant, a Christian 
develops humility that allows God to mold and shape the person into Christ-likeness.56 
Foster describes service as “little deaths of going beyond ourselves.”57 In addition, Foster 
makes a clear distinction between self-righteous service and true service. Self-righteous 
service is centered on what one might gain from the service, such as recognition and 
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adulation. True service is focused on meeting the needs of others in a quiet, unassuming 
manner. It is consistent and sensitive to building up authentic community.58 
The Incarnational model of discipleship boils down to imitating the life of Jesus. 
Followers of Jesus are “called out” to be the hands and feet of Christ to the culture while 
taking on his character. Reggie McNeal, author of Missional Communities, describes it as 
emulating Christ: “Being called out is about the character of life we choose in the world, 
a counter-cultural life of service and sacrifice that emulates Jesus. We are agents of a 
kingdom of this world that wants to break into this world.”59 Of the four different models 
of discipleship, the Incarnational model is the most focused on outreach.  
 
Adoption Model of Discipleship 
Each of the past models of discipleship has its own strengths and weaknesses. The 
Relational model encourages community and learning from one another, but it lacks in 
the area of deep theological teaching. The Experiential model of discipleship focuses on 
the worship experience that effectively connects people to God, but it lacks deep 
relationships with others and a true sense of community. The Intellectual model 
encourages great understanding of Scripture and theology; however, the intellect often 
stays in people’s heads rather than translating into action. Finally, the Incarnational 
model moves Christians to action, but it does not focus on fostering relationships within 
the Body of Christ and minimizes the importance of worship. Each model by itself is 
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deficient in some facet of discipleship. Thus, a new model of discipleship is required that 
integrates the strengths of past models and addresses their weaknesses. 
Before explaining a new model of discipleship, it is important to address a couple 
of misunderstandings about discipleship. First, discipleship is a marathon and not a 
sprint. Peterson believes today’s Christians have “adopted the lifestyle of a tourist and 
only want the high points,”60 when it comes to discipleship. He writes: “There is a great 
market for religious experience in our world; there is little enthusiasm for the patient 
acquisition of virtue, little inclination to sign up for a long apprenticeship in what earlier 
generations of Christians called holiness.”61 Churches have perpetuated this idea of 
discipleship by offering a variety of courses to help develop disciples. Rather than seeing 
discipleship as a life-long pilgrimage toward becoming more Christ-like, a periodic 
twelve-week discipleship course approach is used as an attempt in developing Christians. 
Spiritual formation, the inward journey of discipleship, is a lifelong pursuit of being 
conformed to the image of Christ from the inside out.62 
Second, though spiritual formation and discipleship require intentional work and 
effort by Christians, transformation occurs through the work of the Holy Spirit. Willard 
often stated, “God is not opposed to effort but earning.”63 God’s grace is a free gift given 
to all (Romans 6:3). For those who accept the free gift of grace, the Holy Spirit gives 
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them the power and resources for full effort in pursuing spiritual formation and 
discipleship (John 14:26). The Holy Spirit places a desire in Christians to submit to 
God’s will. For this reason, Philippians 2:12-13 states, “Therefore, my beloved, just as 
you have always obeyed me, not only in my presence, but much more now in my 
absence, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who is at 
work in you, enabling you both to will and to work for his good pleasure [emphasis 
added].” 
The Adoption model of discipleship is based on a lifelong pursuit of Jesus and 
depends on the work of the Holy Spirit. Michael Braeutigam defines adoption as the act 
in which “God takes sinners like you and me, grants us a new birth as his children, 
translates us from darkness into his family and bestows new rights and privileges on 
us.”64 In 2 Corinthians 5:17, Paul declares, “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new 
creation has come: The old has gone, the new is here!” Theology of adoption provides 
grace to all to become sons and daughters of God. The Adoption model integrates the 
strengths of past models by incorporating a solid theological concept of adoption with a 
relational community leading to incarnational transformation.  
The Adoption model is grounded in a robust understanding of the theology of 
adoption. The Greek word translated as “adoption” is huiothesia (υιοθεσιαν) and appears 
in Romans 8:15-16, Galatians 4:4-7, and Ephesians 1:4-5. It is a compound word formed 
of huios, which means “son,” and thesis, which means “to place.” Its meaning is “to place 
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as a son” or “to give to one the position of a son.”65 In Greek secular writings, this word 
often was employed in the same sense that the English word “adoption” is used today. It 
is to take a child, who is not by nature of one’s family, and to legally receive and treat the 
child as one’s own. This was not an uncommon practice in the ancient world, even 
though there is no evidence this was ever practiced specifically among the Jews in their 
own land. However, the Jews became familiar with this practice through their contact 
with other nations, as exemplified by the infant Moses being adopted by Pharaoh’s 
daughter (Exodus 2:10), and Mordecai adopting his cousin Esther (Esther 2:7).66 
In Romans 8:15-16, Paul contrasts slavery to sinful nature and the law with the 
privilege of being adopted into God’s family. Christians have the ability to relate with 
God in a personal and intimate way, calling God, “Abba, Father” (Romans 8:15). God’s 
adoption of humanity is the full measure of God’s love for creation that does not stop as 
partial members of the family of God. Douglas Moo writes: 
In ascribing to Christians indwelt by the Spirit the use of this same term in 
addressing God, Paul shows that Christians have a relationship to God that is like 
(though, of course, not exactly like) Christ’s own relationship to the Father. In 
“adopting” us, God has taken no half measures; we have been made full members of 
the family and partakers of all the privileges belonging to members of the family.67 
 
The contrast between leaving a “spirit of slavery” (πνευμα δουλειας) to move to a “spirit 
of adoption” (πνευμα υιοθεσιας) marks transformation from the status of a slave to that of 
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a son or daughter, with full rights and privileges.68 The Holy Spirit guides Christians 
from being slaves to sin into freedom as sons and daughters of God, with all the rights 
and privileges of God’s own son, Jesus Christ.  
 Paul uses the same noun for adoption, υιοθεσιαν, in Galatians 4:4-7 as he does in 
Romans 8. In Galatians, Paul links the believer’s adoption to the act of justification.69  
Once again drawing from the slavery metaphor, Paul paints a picture of a believer’s 
transformation from slave to rightful heir, indicating that a price has been paid to change 
the identity of Christians. Just as in Romans 8, Paul uses the filial language of “Abba, 
Father” (Galatians 4:6-7) to refer to God to signify the adoptive relationship.70 In 
justification, humans stand before a judge as accused; but in adoption, humans stand 
before a father as a possible heir. In adoption, a person is more than justified. A person 
becomes an heir in Christ, fully receiving all of the same benefits of God’s only Son.  
 The Adoption model is not only grounded in robust theology; it is entrenched in a 
relational community that adopts followers of Jesus into the Body of Christ. Just as the 
Relational model of discipleship concentrates on discipleship occurring through the vast 
and intricate network of relationships, the Adoption model highlights the role of an 
adoptive community found in a local church fellowship. The role of the local church is to 
be a mentoring community for those who are new to the faith. 
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 In being mature in spiritual formation, Nouwen called for Christians to be radical 
in hospitality. Hospitality, as an individual and as a body of believers, requires 
inclusiveness and not exclusiveness. As followers of Jesus, Christians are to be servants 
who offer the gifts of availability and hospitality to one another. Hospitality is “‘suffering 
with’ another in community of equals in the solidarity of powerlessness”71 For Root, true 
relationships with one another is found in place-sharing:  
To truly live as a disciple of the incarnate, crucified and resurrected One, 
we must not only acknowledge the present humanity of the other but also 
enter into a relationship where we share the place of the other . . . 
relationship, empowered by the humanity of God, demands action that is 
responsible for the very humanity of the other. Therefore, to be in a 
relationship is to take full responsibility for the other, standing in his or 
her place, becoming his or her advocate.72 
 
In the Adoption model, hospitality and place-sharing help to form a mentoring community 
focused on spiritual formation of individuals displayed in outward discipleship. “In the 
mystery of Incarnation, the truth is revealed that the human body, and the spiritual intimacy 
of community as the Body of Christ, is the place where God is pleased to dwell.”73 
 William Damon, in Path to Purpose: How Young People Find Their Calling in 
Life, argues for mature “adults to be active in creating a wholesome cultural environment 
that sets standards in both a constraining and an inspiring sense.”74 He believes it is the 
role of mature adults in children’s lives to create a safe environment that helps them 
develop as a person. In the same way, it is the role of the churches to create a community 
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that adopts young believers into the Body of Christ and mentors them in spiritual 
formation and discipleship. The mentoring community needs to help these tender 
individuals discover their identity and calling in the kingdom of God.  
 When God adopts an individual as an heir of Christ, and through a community of 
faith into fellowship, transformation occurs in the person’s life. Most people, upon 
deciding to change a behavior, rely upon their will power to create change. Much like 
most New Year’s resolutions, people fail to make changes through will power. James 
Bryan Smith, in The Good and Beautiful God, suggests that change occurs through 
indirection.75 “We do what we can in order to enable us to do what we can’t do 
directly.”76 J. B. Smith argues that change comes about by changing how one thinks (the 
narrative), how one practices (the spiritual disciplines), and with whom one interacts (the 
social context). By focusing on these three indirect components, transformation can occur 
in a person’s life. The Adoption model follows this formula for transformation. Believing 
in the adoption into God’s family as an heir to Christ is a change in the narrative of 
Christians. Carrying out the spiritual disciplines, as described by Willard in The Spirit of 
Disciplines and Foster in Celebration of Discipline in the context of an adoptive 
community (social context),77 leads to transformation in spiritual formation and 
discipleship. Ultimately, through the power of the Holy Spirit, a person’s relationship 
with God and with the Body of Christ is transformed, which leads to discipleship.  
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CHAPTER 4 
 
ALCOHOLICS ANONYMOUS AND THE 12-STEP PROGRAM  
AS DISCIPLESHIP 
 
 
The fundamental premise of the 12-Step Program recognizes human 
powerlessness and therefore easily connects with Christian discipleship. It is only through 
the recognition of one’s powerlessness to control one’s own life that a person can place 
trust in God rather than oneself. Ultimately, both AA’s 12-Step Program and true 
Christian discipleship recognize that only God can provide the power and strength to 
overcome one’s selfish desires and destructive behavior while teaching adherents to place 
themselves in the palm of their Creator. 
Sin is like addiction; it is a disease. Most doctors see alcohol addiction as a 
disease of the physical body. When an alcoholic hits “rock bottom” and reaches out for 
help, Alcoholics Anonymous walks the person through the 12-Step Program. Each 
alcoholic who turns to AA for help is taken through living out this 12-Step Program: 
Step 1: We admitted we were powerless over alcohol—that our lives had 
become unmanageable. 
Step 2: Came to believe that a power greater than ourselves could restore 
us to sanity. 
Step 3: Made a decision to turn our will and our life over to the care of 
God as we understood Him.  
Step 4: Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves. 
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Step 5: Admitted to God, to ourselves, and to another human being the 
exact nature of our wrongs.  
Step 6: Were entirely ready to have God remove these defects of 
character. 
Step 7: Humbly asked Him to remove our shortcomings. 
Step 8: Made a list of all persons we had harmed and became willing to 
make amends to them all.  
Step 9: Made direct amends to such people wherever possible except when 
to do so would injure them or others.  
Step 10: Continued to take personal inventory and when wrong promptly 
admitted it.  
Step 11: Sought through prayer and meditation to improve our conscious 
contact with God as we understood Him, praying only for 
knowledge of His will and the power to carry that out. 
Step 12: Having a spiritual awakening as a result of these steps, we tried to 
carry the message to alcoholics and to practice these principles in 
all of our affairs.1 
 
 AA, in Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions, writes: “This [12-Step Program] is 
the beginning of the end. And so it is: the beginning of the end of his old life, and the 
beginning of his emergence into a new one.”2 It is the same when people turn their faith 
toward Christ. The Bible says, “So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: 
everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new!” (2 Corinthians 5:17, 
NRSV).3 Richard Rohr, author of Breathing under Water, agrees. He believes it is helpful 
to see sin as a destructive disease, because all of humanity suffers from addiction.4 He 
writes: 
We are spiritually powerless, however, and not just those physically addicted to a 
substance, which is why I address this book to everyone. Alcoholics just have 
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their powerlessness visible for all to see. The rest of us disguise it in different 
ways, and overcompensating for our more hidden and subtle addictions and 
attachments, especially our addiction to our way of thinking.5 
 
Many believers follow the “gospel of sin management”6 as a discipleship model. 
If Christians only worry about removing the social evils from their life, it is difficult not 
to believe in a works-based faith. In a works-based faith, one has to measure if enough 
has been done to earn God’s favor. Only through the grace of God do Christ followers 
find freedom from a works-based faith and experience joy. In The Good and Beautiful 
God, J. B. Smith explains, “God promises that those who love and serve, and are honest 
and faithful, will know a kind of joy and peace that those who are evil never will.”7 In 
this way, only the spiritually wealthy experience deep joy in their faith journey. 
Similarly, many alcoholics try to live under the “gospel of sin management.” They 
try to quit drinking through will power. However, the 12-Step Program acknowledges the 
admission of personal powerlessness as the bedrock principle to recovery.8 The 12-Step 
Program is the beginning step to understanding God’s true character and therefore easily 
connects and functions as a foundational model for Christian discipleship. 
 Many contemporary theologians have used the 12-Step Program as another model 
of Christian discipleship. This is because although the 12-Step Program was designed to 
help those who are addicted to alcohol, it can easily be translated into a Christian 
discipleship model. People who walk through the 12-Step Program seeking grace and 
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mercy from God often grow immensely in Christ. It becomes a journey of faith. “The 
Twelve Steps are a spiritual pilgrimage. They can be used as a way out of self-destructive 
behavior, as a laboratory in which to learn new behavior, and as a way to establish a 
closer relationship with God.”9 In Breathing under Water, Rohr connects the 12-Step 
Program to human spirituality. He stress how human beings are powerless against sin and 
emphasizes how we tend to try and “disguise it . . . overcompensate for our more hidden 
and subtle addictions and attachments.”10 Much like J. B. Smith, who believes cultural 
narratives have twisted God’s true narratives, Rohr believes addiction to sin is rooted in 
the way one thinks. The 12-Step Program is designed for alcoholics to enter into the 
difficult work of overcoming their addiction to sin and self. To examine oneself for 
sinfulness is neither pleasant nor easy. However, the hard work can lead one to the grace 
found at the cross of Christ.  
 
History of Alcoholic Anonymous and 12-Step Program 
 
Two men, William Griffith Wilson and Robert Holbrook Smith, started 
Alcoholics Anonymous on June 10, 1935 because they were struggling with alcohol 
addiction.11 Though Wilson and R. H. Smith are the founders of Alcoholics Anonymous, 
the roots of AA can be traced back to the late 1800s, especially to a movement known as 
the Washingtonian Temperance Society. This popular movement began in Baltimore 
where men took pledges of sobriety in taverns, hospitals, and other public gatherings. 
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Washingtonian members offered public testimonies of their trials and tribulations and 
their subsequent victories over alcohol. This organization was the precursor to AA 
meetings. Though the Washingtonians fizzled after becoming too involved in the 
abolitionist movement, it provided a helpful model for AA.12  
Another significant movement influencing today’s AA was The Oxford Group. 
First known as “A First Century Christian Fellowship,” The Oxford Group was started in 
1908 by Frank Buchanan, a Lutheran minister. The Oxford Group was part of a 
movement that mainly focused on the antireligious sentiment that swept across the United 
States after World War I. The Oxford Group was based on six foundational beliefs: all 
human beings are sinners, human beings can be changed, confession is a prerequisite to 
change, a changed soul has direct access to God, the age of miracles has returned, and 
those who have changed are to help others change.13 These foundational beliefs had a 
profound influence on AA. 
Between 1935 and 1937, Wilson and R. H. Smith attended The Oxford Group 
meetings led by the Reverend Samuel Shoemaker in New York City.14 The meetings 
focused on changing the world one person at a time. In a book called Pass It On, published 
by AA, Wilson and R. H. Smith are given credit for structuring the program so that it could 
multiply its impact. “They hoped to set up a chain reaction—one person carrying the good 
news to the next. Their aim was world conversion. Everybody, as they put it, needed 
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changing.”15 The meetings focused on surrender, personal work on changing self, and 
sharing testimonies. In addition, they were encouraged to practice daily prayers and 
meditation on Scripture. Both Wilson and R. H. Smith freely bought into these concepts.  
Wilson and R. H. Smith used the spiritual framework from The Oxford Group to 
develop the 12-Step Program for AA. Although AA broke away from The Oxford Group, 
the focus of surrender, personal work on changing self, and sharing remained vital 
components of the 12-Step Program. The steps also follow closely the model The Oxford 
Group used to help people grow closer to God. The first three steps focus on recognizing 
powerlessness and surrendering oneself to God. The next six steps deal with personal 
work on changing self as the alcoholic works through deep emotions, deficiencies, and 
shortcomings. The last three steps of the program create a maintenance phase while 
sharing successes with others.  
Over the years, many who have struggled with alcoholism have used the 
program successfully to find freedom from their addiction. Wilson and R. H. Smith did 
not intend these steps to be sequential nor did they foresee the steps ever ending. 
Essentially, 12-steppers are constantly working through the steps one day at a time.16  
 
The 12-Step Journey from a Christian Discipleship Perspective 
Spirituality is a lot like physical health. For some, their health is good. For others, 
their health is poor. Either way, everyone has health. In the same vein, everyone has 
spirituality. The question is not whether one has spirituality but whether the spirituality 
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leads to self-destruction or leads to giving life.17 Until one becomes aware of the personal 
inability to control every aspect of life, one will not seek after a positive spirituality. As a 
matter of fact, being unable to control every aspect of life is the great paradox. Natti 
Ronel, professor in criminology at Bar-Ilan University, describes it well: “In order to 
control one’s behavior one should make no attempt to control it. As long as people 
relinquish their attempts to control what is beyond their ability to control, they actually 
are in control of what they are able to control.”18 Everyone struggles with this paradox, 
and that is why working through the 12-Step Program can be so helpful in changing one’s 
perspective on an intimate spiritual life. Every step is important in helping to change the 
perspective. 
 
Step #1: Admitting Powerlessness and Unmanageability  
 
Admitting one’s addiction is the first step toward recovery. Just as alcoholics 
must “bottom out” and admit they are powerless over alcohol, each person must admit 
addiction to sin. Until one “bottoms out” in life and reaches the threshold of pain, one 
does not willingly take the first step toward liberation.19 As a Franciscan priest, Rohr 
believes that a person must be willing to release control over all aspects of life and turn it 
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over to God. “Letting go is not in anybody’s program of happiness. Mature spirituality, in 
one sense or another, is about letting go and unlearning.”20  
Not only is a person powerless against sin (Romans 7:14-25), the totality of life is 
often unmanageable (Psalm 38:4). People are filled with loneliness, feelings of loss, and 
resentment. Everyone deals with broken relationships. When feelings become 
exaggerated, it becomes difficult to decipher between reality and unreality.21 Human 
desire to control other people becomes stronger and stronger until it chokes out external 
influence by others. The harder one tries to fix one’s life, the worse it gets. People are 
powerless over circumstances of life, and life feels unmanageable until one can let go of 
the need to control. 
 
Step #2: Belief in a Higher Power Restores Sanity 
 
The purpose of Step #1 is to leave the person feeling empty and asking this 
question: “If I am powerless and unable to manage my life, who can?” According to 
Alcoholics Anonymous, the answer is simple: God is the only one who can manage life.22 
Hebrews 11:6 says, “And without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone 
who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly 
seek him.” God is the greater power that can restore sanity in one’s life. In Step #2, 
individuals establish a relationship with God and surrender their lordship of life over to 
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the Holy Spirit. Surrendering releases the power of God in one’s life, allowing God to 
have control over personal thoughts and desires (Romans 12:2).  
J. Keith Miller, a renowned pastor and author who specializes in spiritual 
recovery, discusses in A Hunger for Healing how when a person replaces the all-loving, 
powerful, affirming and wise God with a self-centered will, that person is insane. Placing 
God in the center of one’s life brings sanity back and places humility in one’s heart.23 
Total surrender to God and God’s will is the way to place God in the center of life. 
Allowing God, and not human will, to control one’s thoughts and desires requires 
humbling oneself before God. Consistently humbling human will before God develops 
humility in a person and places the proper perspective on life.  
 
Step #3: Turning Over One’s Life to the Care of God 
 
Step #3 is the cornerstone of the discipleship program and happens when we as 
human beings have “made a decision to turn our will and our life over to the care of God 
as we [have] understood Him.”24 This step is the point in which one recognizes that one 
is powerless and God is powerful. The process entails a willful determination to turn over 
control to God. This decision is the leap of faith, according to AA.25 This is not just a 
one-time decision. This decision is made minute by minute, hour by hour, and day by 
day. As God’s will takes over one’s life, self-destructive tendencies are lessened. The 
person learns to trust God more—which, in turn, creates more trust in oneself and others. 
Step #3 is the beginning of healthy living physically, emotionally, and spiritually.  
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The Bible states that everyone is accepted by God’s grace (John 3:16). This grace 
does not require anything from the person. In Romans, Paul writes: “And if by grace, 
then it is no longer by works; if it were, grace would no longer be grace” (Romans 11:6). 
In The New American Century Commentary, Richard Mounce makes the following 
comment in reference to Romans 11:6:  
There remained a remnant chosen by grace. This remnant (Jewish Christians) did 
not exist because of works they had done but because they had been selected by 
God on the basis of his own unmerited favor. Grace and works are mutually 
exclusive principles. If the remnant had earned their position by their works, then 
grace would no longer have been grace. As a remnant “chosen by grace” there 
was absolutely no room for personal merit or meritorious performance.26  
 
There are no duties, obligations, or requirements. One surrenders to God due to the grace 
and mercy Christ offers to everyone freely (Matthew 16:24-27). A person cannot earn 
God’s grace. It cannot be purchased. It is only accepted as a free gift (Romans 3:20-24). 
The 12-Step Program was not designed to be sequential.27 Parts of the steps have 
to be worked over and over again. Since it is unlikely that human beings can or will turn 
over every area of life to God immediately, the first three steps have to be worked 
through time and time again. People sometimes try to hold on to an area of life due to the 
mistaken thought that they can manage it—until it becomes unmanageable. Only then is 
that part of the fallen nature ready to surrender the area of life to God. However, this is 
the process—or rather, the journey of faith. The faith journey takes a lifetime to 
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continually work these steps.28 In Addiction and Grace, Gerald G. May writes the 
following about this process: “The pilgrimages of addiction and grace, the joy and pains 
of homecoming and homemaking are processes that go on and on. Longing and grace 
grow into love; love invites communion; communion grows into union; union brings 
forth creation; creation enables love; love becomes grace and longing.”29 
 
Step #4: Taking a Fearless Moral Inventory 
 
In making “a searching and fearless moral inventory,” a person engages in Step 
#4; essentially, now the hard emotional work begins.30 A personal moral inventory is a 
comprehensive look into one’s own thoughts, actions, and attitudes through a careful self-
evaluation. There are written inventories produced by AA that guide a person through 
this challenging process. A personal moral inventory is not something anyone desires to 
do. Facing the truth takes courage. It is used to target specific character defects that 
cripple a person,31 some of which the individual was not even aware. The individual 
taking the inventory asks God to reveal parts of his or her life that need changing and 
pleads for the strength to engage in such transformation.32 Rohr refers to the search for 
truth as “shadow boxing” the dark areas of one’s life leading to spiritual awakening.33 
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It is important to understand the purpose behind the fourth step. Without a clear 
understanding, people can allow fear to overwhelm them and fall short of truly 
completing a moral inventory. The first objective is to acquire a deeper self-knowledge 
that can lead to self-acceptance and self-love. The step begins with knowing oneself 
fully. The second purpose is to face the truth about personal behavior. Knowing the 
intentions of the behavior is more important than the behavior itself. Ultimately, it is 
about knowing and understanding why we do what we do. Step #4 identifies behavioral 
patterns and helps individuals to prepare to surrender them and to ask God to act on their 
behalf to make changes.  
Ultimately, Step #4 is about bringing change in a person’s life and being molded 
into God’s likeness.34 When Jesus talked about storing up treasures in heaven during the 
Sermon on the Mount, he spoke about seeing oneself with truth and clarity. “The eye is 
the lamp of the body. If your eyes are good, your whole body will be full of light. But if 
your eyes are bad, your whole body will be full of darkness. If then the light within you is 
darkness, how great is that darkness!” (Matthew 6:22-23). Similarly, Step #4 is about 
creating a trustworthy lamp within oneself to expose light in the midst of spiritual and 
emotional darkness. Rohr explains, “Somehow goodness is transferred by radiance, 
reflection, and resonance with another goodness, more than by any act of self-
achievement. We do not pull ourselves up; we are pulled.”35 
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Step #5: Admitting Wrongs 
 
In Step #5, we have “admitted to God, to ourselves, and to another human being 
the exact nature” of sins.36 A popular mantra in psychotherapy likewise asserts, “You 
cannot heal what you do not acknowledge.”37 When sin goes unacknowledged, it will 
remain in control of a person from within, festering and ultimately destroying the person. 
This is why Step #5 is so important and why James 5:16 advises, “Therefore confess your 
sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed.” Confession is a 
spiritual discipline that has been a part of the Christian walk for centuries. Both Foster 
and Willard believe confession is an essential part of the spiritual disciplines.38 
Confession is admitting one’s wrongs to God in the presence of another (James 5:16). It 
is directed to God and witnessed by someone the person trusts. 
In Celebration of Discipline, Foster put confessions first on the list of disciplines 
that are to be done corporately. Though confession may seem like a discipline that should 
be practiced in private, it is one that requires another person. When a person earnestly 
confesses his or her shortcomings to another individual, there is release; it goes from 
being exclusively inside the heart and mind to being shared in community. Although 
imperfect, the penitent one is still accepted through the continual presence of the person 
who does not flee in the face of ugliness. Foster believes the dynamic of this release is the 
power that heals. “Our humanity is no longer denied, but transformed.”39  
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Many people do not practice confession, because they are afraid of being judged by 
others. Contemporary society encourages people to try to live up to a false image that has 
been influenced by culture and others.40 To keep up this fake image, a person uses 
“character defects” to which the 12-Step Program refers as lying (cf. Romans 6:18), 
criticism (cf. Matthew 7:1-5), advice giving (cf. Ephesians 4:29), and gossip (cf. James 
4:11).41 The power of confession is found in sharing one’s weaknesses and shortcomings 
with another person in order for the act of confession to “concretize.”42 The person sets 
aside pride (Galatians 6:3), in order to have true perspective on life (1 Peter 5:8). Confessing 
is the way out of isolation and loneliness and a move toward wholeness and peace.43  
 
Step #6: Asking God to Remove Defects of Character 
 
On the surface, Step #6 seems simple: “We’re entirely ready to have God remove 
these defects of character.”44 However, once a person has made a complete moral 
inventory of personal defects and has shared them with God and another human being, 
the person must take the time to prepare for the changes to be made. Step #6 is not an 
action step. “It is the state of preparation that enables us to become ready to release our 
faults to God.”45 It is in preparation for the next step that one becomes able to truly 
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surrender one’s defects to God. For 12-steppers, “our part in the removal of our character 
defects involves a new attitude toward God.”46 
Rohr describes Step #6 as a time to “undergo God,”47 which means allowing God 
to prepare the person for the difficult changes. Undergoing God is preparing to give up 
control to God in order to receive a new kind of control that one finds in the free gift of 
grace. This is exemplified by Mary after finding out she was to give birth to Jesus (Luke 
1:38) and by Jesus on the cross as he cried out, “Father, into your hands I commit my 
spirit” (Luke 23:46). It is important that this step is not overlooked before going to the 
next step. Without the preparation, Step #7 is not possible.  
 
Step #7: Humbly Asking God to Remove Shortcomings 
 
Though God already knows a person’s heart even before one asks, Step #7 
requires the alcoholic to “humbly ask Him to remove . . . shortcomings.”48 In the Bible it 
states, “Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition, 
with thanksgiving, present your requests to God” (Philippians 4:6). God desires for 
everyone to ask in prayer, so the person can transfer control. When believers pray to God, 
they recognize that God should be in control. Asking God is a form of surrendering 
control.49 This is not an easy step for anyone; yet 1 John 1:9 says, “If we confess our sins, 
he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.” 
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When a person’s heart desires to turn toward God, God will not turn away. It takes a 
person’s full exercise of free will to allow God to convict and revise intimate thoughts, 
attitudes, and actions.  
Remembering that God, and not the individual, causes the transformation in life is 
important. When people try to change on their own, they do not fully give up control. The 
person often replaces one selfish desire with another. When the person gives up control to 
God, he or she gives God the opportunity to change the defects. When people seek God 
through prayer, God is at work; an individual’s need for sinful thoughts, attitudes, and 
actions deteriorates because the focus is on all that is good. The person is no longer 
attracted to the old self. He or she does not have to fight the fight anymore, because it 
simply becomes uninteresting.50 Miller writes: “As we let God remove that which we are 
not, as we hear and try to be in fact what we potentially are, then we’ll be more authentic. 
Living more in tune with the person God made us to be, we become free from the 
constant war that has gone on inside about what we should be and do in different areas of 
our lives.”51 Becoming free means changing from the inside out. 
 
Step #8: Listing and Preparing to Make Amends 
 
Step #8 is a tangible action in that a person makes a list of all persons he or she has 
harmed and becomes willing to make amends to them all.52 In living life selfishly, a 
person hurts many people along the way. The purpose of Step #8 is to free the addict to 
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love other people by making amends with others. The step reopens relationships that are 
closed due to past hurtful actions. Miller summarizes it well: “We’re setting out to clean 
up all the bruised relationships and the pockets of guilt, pain, fear, resentment, and sadness 
that are stored inside, stuck to our shameful past deeds. For this undealt-with material 
blocks us from loving other people, ourselves, and God in the present.”53 By making 
amends with people one may have hurt, it allows the person to focus on the present. 
The “geometry of the cross” as described by Rohr is a symbol for the 
incarnational relationship believers have with God and others.54 The shape of the cross 
extends vertically representing a person’s relationship with God and horizontally 
representing a person’s relationships with other people. It is through Jesus who died on 
the cross that Christians have a right relationship with God and with family, friends, co-
workers, and even enemies. Just as one needs to repent of personal sins to God for the 
vertical relationship to be open, the person needs to repent to others due to having caused 
hurt and harm. An important distinction is for the 12-stepper not to take inventory of 
what others might have done to bring hurt and harm; rather, individuals in recovery 
simply make an inventory of what they have done to others. This process should not 
allow resentment and blame to creep back into the forefront; and if it does, it is up to the 
person to deal responsibly with those emotions that surface instead of seeking to 
medicate them.  
Vernon J. Bitter divides Step #8 into three parts in his book, Twelve Steps for 
Christian Living. He explains a person first needs to embrace the pain of relationships 
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instead of running from it. Writing down the pain and hurt for each of the person’s 
relationships helps to solidify some of the feelings. Second, the person takes 
responsibility for actions that have caused the brokenness in the relationship. Through 
this process, the person sees his or her role in the pain. Third, the person has to allow the 
sorrow to soak in for a little while in order to be ready to take the next step.55  
Asking for forgiveness is difficult. A person must be willing to face the possible 
repercussions, whatever they might be. The individual needs to do this, not for the sake of 
those offended, but for the individual’s own sake of being able to move forward in the 
spiritual journey. No matter how the person’s repentance may be received by others, the 
person still must be willing to make the retribution. The amends made are for the 
individual’s benefit and not necessarily for others.56  
 
Step #9: Making Amends 
 
Step #9 is another key action in the 12-Step process. In exercising it, individuals 
make “direct amends to such people [they have harmed] wherever possible except when 
to do so would injure them or others.”57 This step completes the forgiveness process that 
began in Step #4, when the person repents of personal shortcomings to God. Step #9 
finishes the act by leading 12-steppers to reconcile with those they have hurt through 
their selfishness. The individual has faced personal character defects and has begun 
allowing God to make changes. The person has gained courage and strength by sharing 
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failures with a trusted other and has asked God for forgiveness. Step #9 is the time for 
this person to use the courage and strength gained through the recovery process to make 
amends with others who have been hurt.58   
Biblically, this step reflects the need to confess sins to one another in order to 
mend broken relationships. Colossians 3:13 says, “Bear with each other and forgive one 
another if any of you has a grievance against someone. Forgive as the Lord forgave you.” 
Christians are to forgive others and ask for forgiveness whenever the need arises. Paul 
goes on to encourage the believers in Colossae to “put on love” (Colossians 3:14), 
because it binds everything together. Making amends whenever possible allows broken 
relationships to have the chance of being whole once again, just as a sinner’s relationship 
with God is made whole through confessing one’s sins (1 John 1:9). 
The amends made should be direct, whenever possible. With today’s technology 
it is too easy to write an email to make amends, but this less personal method is not as 
effective as a face-to-face conversation. Ideally, individuals in recovery must go to those 
they have hurt and ask for forgiveness for the harm they have caused. The individual 
must be truthful with each person. Sometimes there is the tendency to let time pass and 
operate under the assumption that time will heal the hurts. However, 12-steppers must not 
procrastinate or let fear keep them from making the amends. The Christian perspective 
also agrees with this approach. In Matthew 5:23-24 Christ teaches his followers, upon 
remembering a broken relationship, to leave their gifts at the altar and go reconcile with 
that person and then return to offer the gift. Amends should be made as quickly as 
possible. 
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However, in making amends, it is important to keep in mind the protection of 
everyone involved. Sharing the truth should not be mistaken for sharing all of the facts. 
In a world where everyone wants to know every little detail about everyone else, 
mistaking full facts for truth is common. Truth is what a person needs to share to make 
amends. Some of the facts that go along with the truth may do more harm than good. The 
individual must make sure to use God’s wisdom to share the truth of the actions in order 
to help create healing rather than more hurt in the name of including all facts. Rohr 
explains, “Truth is not just factual truth, but a combination of both text and context, style 
and intent. Our supposed right to know every ‘truth’ about our neighbor too often feeds 
those with preexisting malice, bias, or mental imbalance, and leads to spin, distortion, and 
misinterpretation of supposed facts.”59 The focus must remain on making amends and 
keep from wounding others in the future. 
 
Step #10: Continuing a Prompt Personal Inventory and Amends 
 
This step begins what sometimes is referred to as the “maintenance phase” of the 
program. It means one has “continued to take personal inventory and when wrong 
promptly admitted it.”60 AA describes it as the “practical use, day by day, in fair weather 
or foul” step that becomes the test to live free from addiction.61 A garden metaphor helps 
elucidate this phase. When a garden is first planted, all of the rocks and weeds are 
removed, the soil is tilled and fertilized, the seed is planted, and the garden is watered. 
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However, for the garden to remain healthy and produce good crops, it must be tended 
constantly by pulling out the weeds and watering the plants.62 A personal inventory of an 
individual’s “weeds” must be taken regularly so that he or she does not fall back into the 
old, self-defeating ways. 
Biblically, the Christian perspective conceptualizes this through the words of 
Jesus. He said, “Neither do people pour new wine into old wineskins. If they do, the skins 
will burst; the wine will run out and the wineskins will be ruined. No, they pour new 
wine into new wineskins, and both are preserved” (Matthew 9:17). A new way of life is 
only compatible with new thoughts, attitudes, and actions. When a person experiences 
transformation, the new life only can be held together through the exercise of healthy 
habits. Engaging in old habits will cause the skeletal framework of new life and 
transformation to crumble. 
Imagining that the newfound balance in life can be maintained is hard. Individuals 
often worry about whether the progress made in life is permanent or just temporary. The 
person in recovery realizes that the spiritual life is never static; either people are moving 
toward Christ or moving away from him. However, with disciplined practice of Step #10, 
people can build upon their relationship with Christ. 
AA suggests two different kinds of inventories to be used during this phase of the 
program. First, the spot-check inventory is good when dealing with an issue at hand. This 
inventory is a quick check of the heart to see whether the intentions are based on 
selfishness or pure motives. Second, the end-of-day inventory takes into account all daily 
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actions and examines the motives and consequences of decisions made.63 This is much 
like Jesus’ teaching about not letting the sun go down on one’s anger (Ephesians 4:26). 
Examining one’s heart before poor habits form is important to staying on the proper 
Christian journey (Ephesians 4:27). 
From a Christian discipleship perspective, the two types of inventories work to 
evaluate whether the individual is making decisions based on the “I have to have control” 
perspective or the “surrender” perspective of life.64 The Holy Spirit is one’s guide in 
helping to see oneself with truthfulness and clarity (John 14:26). Rohr explains the role of 
the Spirit is to help the individual with these inventories. “Jesus calls this implanted Spirit 
the ‘Advocate’ (14:16) who is ‘with you and in you’ (14:17), who makes you live with 
the same life that he lives (14:19), and unites you to everything else (14:18, 20). He goes 
on to say that this ‘Spirit of truth’ will ‘teach you everything’ (14:26) and ‘remind’ you of 
all you need to know (14:26)”65 Due to this promise, a person can place personal trust in 
the Holy Spirit to guide even the most intimate thoughts, attitudes, and actions. When 
individuals find themselves favoring their own selfishness over the surrendered life, they 
can stop, confess their shortcomings, make immediate restitutions, and move on with life.  
 
Step #11: Improving Relationship with God, Praying for  
Knowledge and Power 
 
A person’s physical body needs air, water, food, and light. When it is deprived of 
these essential items, the physical body withers away due to malnutrition and eventually 
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dies. In the same way, a person’s spiritual life needs prayer and meditation to survive. A 
person’s soul needs the “light of God’s reality, the nourishment of His strength, and the 
atmosphere of His grace.”66 For this reason, Step #11 involves seeking God through 
prayer and meditation and opening oneself to his knowledge, will, and power to live a 
transformed life.67  
The beauty of this step is found in the last phrase “praying only for knowledge of 
His will for us and the power to carry that out.” When Christians pray for a list of wants 
and desires, these prayers can be based on the person’s own need for control and 
selfishness. They also place the individual as the central person in the divine relationship 
rather than allowing God to be in the focus. AA’s statement is more about learning to 
hear God through prayer and becoming more aware of the Holy Spirit in life through 
meditation.68 Prayer moves the person to a place of submission to the Spirit’s will, 
humbly asking for the courage embody it (cf. Luke 22:42). Prayer has little to do with 
voicing a laundry list of requests that will make life more comfortable. Prayer has 
everything to do with being under the leadership of the Holy Spirit to guide and direct a 
person’s life toward God’s will.  
Growing in God’s Spirit and developing a heart for God does not happen 
immediately. Growth is developed through the consistent discipline of prayer and 
meditation, while relying on God’s strength to live submissively to God’s will (Matthew 
6:10). Just as Jesus engaged in solitude to seek his Father’s will (Mark 1:35), individuals 
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must relentlessly seek God’s will for using the same means. People must spend time in 
prayer and meditation to exchange their will for God’s will.69 Believers’ willingness to 
seek God in their own struggles and to allow God to change them is the “deepest and 
truest obedience to God’s eternal will . . . the heartfelt desire to do the will of God is, in 
fact, the truest will of God.”70  
 
Step #12: Carrying the Message to Others 
 
Working Steps #1 through #11, causes a spiritual revolution. Individuals in 
recovery started as “frightened tyrants” of their own little kingdoms,71 just trying to 
survive one day at a time. By the end of the journey, they have dethroned themselves and 
allowed God to take that place. With God’s help, one has demolished personal kingdoms 
and has been adopted into God’s kingdom. Step #12 states: “The function of prayer is not 
to influence God, but rather to change the nature of the one who prays.”72 Step #12 
happens when those in recovery share their story with another who needs to hear the 
message of change, as they stay engaged in healthy transformation. 
In Matthew 28:16-20, the great commission is a direct command from Jesus to go 
and share the message of change to others. People can make disciples by telling their 
story of how God has taken over the throne of their life and how God has created their 
new perspective on life. By telling the story, the person can help others see the need for 
change, giving up their own will by submitting themselves to the will of God. In doing 
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so, individuals in spiritual recovery continue to grow in humility, knowing that it is only 
by God’s grace that they can speak of such change. 
When individuals share their experience through the Twelve Steps, others are able 
to see the changes God has made. Those who have not worked through the steps notice 
they are living with the same spiritual disease and cannot find joy in trying to be happy. 
Experienced steppers can see the frustration in other people’s lives, the deep 
dissatisfaction in their identity, and the longing for something more.73 As experienced 
steppers share their stories and live in community with newcomers, the newcomers see 
the changes. Through the 12-stepper’s examples, newcomers come to the same 
realization of needing to work through the steps. Seeing this transformation in others is a 
source of encouragement for experienced steppers and helps them continue to be faithful 
to their own spiritual awakening. Ultimately, for everyone on this spiritual journey, “the 
progress is gradual, regenerative, and never-ending. Everyone slowly becomes more 
God-centered as they learn the true meaning of God’s love, individual surrender, and 
spiritual serenity.”74  
 
The 12-Step Program and Mental Models 
In a video entitled Transforming Mental Models, Scott Cormode states, “Mental 
models are the categories we use to make sense of the world.”75 In the world of 
leadership, great leaders help people see the world differently to bring about great 
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change. For example, Dr. Martin Luther King attempted to change the mental model of 
how the white citizens of the United States saw black people. Rather than focusing on the 
oppression of black people in this nation, Dr. King cast a vision that was greater than 
equality. He helped the nation to imagine a new nation in his famous “I Have a Dream” 
speech:  
I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true 
meaning of its creed: “We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men 
are created equal.” 
I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia the sons of 
former slaves and the sons of former slave owners will be able to sit down 
together at a table of brotherhood. . . .  
This is our hope. This is the faith with which I return to the South. 
With this faith we will be able to hew out of the mountain of despair a 
stone of hope. With this faith we will be able to transform the jangling 
discords of our nation into a beautiful symphony of brotherhood. With this 
faith we will be able to work together, to pray together, to struggle 
together, to go to jail together, to stand up for freedom together, knowing 
that we will be free one day.76 
 
Dr. King tried to change the mental model of what the United States should look like. 
Throughout his famous speech, Dr. King focused on what the country should be rather 
than singling out what it was doing to the black people. The speech cast a dream of what 
America could be if it was willing to see life a little differently.  
Just as Dr. King tried to change the nation’s mental model, the 12-Step Program 
changes the mental model of alcoholics. The very first step of the program is for the 
person to admit powerlessness over alcohol and that life has become unmanageable. This 
is the initial step to changing the mental model of an alcoholic. The next step is to change 
the mental model of trying to be self-reliant to becoming fully reliant on God in all 
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aspects of life. The essence of the 12-Step Program is not to keep the alcoholic from 
drinking again; rather, it encourages making a change in the mental model of being in 
control to relinquishing the control to God.  
Most alcoholics have a difficult time shifting into the new mental model, because 
they have a skewed image of God. In The Good and Beautiful God, J. B. Smith uses 
narratives to describe the need for change in mental models. He argues that many 
Christians have the wrong narrative of God. Rather than using right actions as a sign of 
change, he points to the transformation of mindsets: “We change not by mustering up 
willpower but by changing the way we think, which will also involve changing our 
actions and our social environment.”77 J. B. Smith points to the image of an angry God as 
the first wrong narrative of God. Many Christians believe that God is an angry judge who 
will bless successes and punish failures. God is seen as the divine judge who keeps score. 
J. B. Smith makes the case for a good God who promises joy and peace to those who love 
and serve, no matter the life circumstances.78 
Similarly, alcoholics have been told how their behavior is destructive to 
themselves and to the people around them as a condemnation of their sinful act. The 
focus remains on their behavior rather than on their identity. They are stuck in the mode 
of sin management, rather than seeing themselves as children of God created to help 
build up the kingdom of God. Rohr puts it in proper perspective: “We have been graced 
for a truly sweet surrender, if we can radically accept being radically accepted for 
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nothing!”79 The mental model has to shift from earning God’s love to being accepted by 
God due to his grace and nothing else. The 12-Step Program is a catalyst for changing the 
mental model for alcoholics from the image of an angry God to the correct image of a 
loving God who desires to give everyone peace and joy. 
 
The 12-Step Program and Adaptive Change 
Ronald A. Heifetz, founder of the Center for Public Leadership at Harvard 
University, is a primary expert in the field of leadership. Together with D. L. Laurie, he 
identifies two types of challenges in change: adaptive and technical. The technical is 
defined as those that can be solved by the knowledge of experts. When the issue, 
definition, solution, and implementation are clear, this is a technical challenge that needs 
only a technical change.80 On the other hand, adaptive problems require new learning in 
order to come up with a solution. “Adaptive work is required when our deeply held 
beliefs are challenged, when the values that made us successful become less relevant, and 
when legitimate yet competing perspective emerge.”81 Often, adaptive change is achieved 
when the mental model is changed and adaptive work is accomplished.  
Every day people have problems for which they do, in fact, have the necessary 
know-how and procedures. We call these technical problems. But there is a whole 
host of problems that are not amenable to authoritative expertise or standard 
operating procedures. They cannot be solved by someone who provides the 
answers from on high. We call these adaptive challenges because they require 
new experiments, new discoveries and adjustments from numerous places in the 
organization or community. Without learning new ways—changing attitudes, 
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values and behaviors—people cannot make the adaptive leap necessary to thrive 
in new environments. The sustainability of change depends on having the people 
with the problem internalize the change.82 
 
Dependence on alcohol is an adaptive challenge. It is not a technical challenge, where the 
knowledge of an expert will fix the problem. It requires an adaptive change by the 
alcoholic who is willing to change personal perspectives on life in general. The 12-Step 
Program is an exercise of self-change, not by the power of self but through the power of 
God.  
Heifetz and Laurie offer six principles in leading adaptive change for business 
leaders that mirror a similar adaptive change process in the 12-Step Program for the 
alcoholic. The first principle above is to “get on the balcony . . . to see the big picture”83 
of the issue or the problem. For professionals in all fields, seeing the big picture is 
difficult because most try to do everything to avoid learning and making changes. Chris 
Argyris, a well-known American business theorist, believes that professional leaders fail 
to increase their effectiveness because they are unwilling to take responsibility for their 
weaknesses. Most use their strengths to cover their weaknesses and do not work on 
strengthening their weaknesses.84 This keeps them from seeing the larger panorama of the 
problem. For the 12-Step Program, the first two steps point toward finding a new 
perspective on the problem. Those in recovery not only must come to the conclusion that 
they do not have the power to change their own life and have many weaknesses that must 
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be strengthened but also come to believe that God is the only one to restore sanity in a 
chaotic life.  
The second principle of leading adaptive change is to “identify the adaptive 
change” and address it head on.85 This principle requires the leader to honestly face 
reality and be willing to make necessary changes. Leaders must listen to the people inside 
and outside the organization to gain a clear picture of the adaptive challenge. They must 
pay close attention to the tensions and conflicts to gain insight on possible symptoms of 
the adaptive challenges and must be willing to look in the mirror to self-scrutinize in 
order to understand how they contribute to the challenges.86 Likewise, Steps #3 and #4 of 
the 12-Step Program require the alcoholic to honestly face the issues at hand. The 
decision to surrender one’s life to God is the turning point toward adaptive change for the 
alcoholic. In addition, completing a fearless moral inventory is comparable to being open 
to honestly facing reality in the adaptive change process. It is admitting present and past 
failures so that change can be initiated.  
The third and fourth principles of leading adaptive change are to “regulate 
distress” and to “maintain disciplined attention” to the issues.87 The leader must create 
enough tension to push the organization not to allow the status quo to continue but not 
push too hard to cause a total breakdown. Questions should be constantly asked, and 
norms are evaluated for its effectiveness. In addition, once the areas of change are defined, 
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the leader must be vigilant to assure old habits do not return.88 For the 12-stepper, having 
to share moral failures with another person builds accountability to help prevent the 
individual in recovery from falling back into the old ways. In addition, Steps #6 through 
#9 help to keep the focus on relationship with God more than the day-to-day actions. 
Naming the defects and the people who have been harmed in the past keeps the 
responsibility on the 12-stepper to make sure past mistakes will not be repeated.  
The fifth and sixth principles of leading adaptive change are to “give the work back 
to the people” and assure that everyone’s voice is being heard in order for the change to 
create a positive environment.89 Leaders must learn to support the team rather than take 
control. They also must develop a collective self-confidence in the changes that have been 
made and the future of the organization. In addition, leaders must maintain a continual flow 
of communication from bottom to top so adaptive changes can continue rather than 
returning to a stagnant organization. These principles are to assure the adaptive change will 
continue and create a new norm for group.90 Likewise, the final three steps in the 12-Step 
Program can be considered as the maintenance phase. In order to stay on the path of 
positive adaptive change, individuals in recovery systematically re-examine their life to 
make sure the old habits do not creep back. In addition, the 12-stepper maintains the 
spiritual disciplines to remain connected to God daily.  
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Summary and Conclusions 
 
Adaptive change for those who are faithful to the 12-Step Program from the 
Christian perspective is the evidence of a new life in Christ. No longer do they see 
themselves as alcoholics controlled by alcohol; rather, they see themselves as the 
crowning creation of God who fail to live up to Christ’s example and are forgiven 
through grace. God’s love is not based on performance but on God’s goodness. This is an 
important change in the mental model of who God is and who people are in Christ. 
Seeing life and existence through the eyes of God brings clarity and freedom. 
However, the 12-Step model of discipleship and self-leadership are difficult for 
late adolescents. According to Arnett, late adolescents experience a rise in self-esteem. 
This rise in self-esteem while developing one’s true identity makes it difficult for late 
adolescents to see themselves as powerless.91 The feeling of “I can do it myself!” 
overwhelms late adolescents and gives them confidence to rely on themselves only, 
rather than admitting powerlessness. This results in immature life choices and difficulty 
in reaching adulthood. Consequently, Part Three of this discussion will focus on a 
Christian discipleship model that can help late adolescents develop spiritual maturity 
while being undergirded by a caring adult mentoring community.  
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CHAPTER 5 
 
LATE ADOLESCENT DISCIPLESHIP USING 12-STEP PRINCIPLES 
 
 Friends in Recovery, the writers of The Twelve Steps for Christians, understand 
the strong link to Christian faith and AA’s 12-Step program: “The Twelve Steps are a 
spiritual pilgrimage. They can be used as a way out of self-destructive behavior, as a 
laboratory in which to learn new behavior, and as a way to establish a closer relationship 
with God.”1 Just as the contemporary Twelve Steps help alcoholics to become more 
dependent on a higher power, they can be integrated into the ongoing spiritual journey of 
Christians.2 Miller, an author who uses the Twelve Steps as the basis for discipleship in A 
Hunger for Healing, adds that a faithful community of believers can be the conduit to a 
deep relationship with God. He writes: “In the Twelve Steps one finds out what God is 
like by entering a community of people who have made a radical commitment of their 
lives to God. . . . As they [those in community] work the Steps and put their own lives in 
the hands of this God they discover firsthand the loving, redeeming, supporting, moral, 
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and confronting nature of God.”3 The 12-Step structure is designed to help humans 
beings relinquish control of self and place it in the hands of a loving God who holds a 
perfect will for their lives.  
Friends in Recovery describes in The Twelve Steps for Christians some common 
dysfunctional behavioral characteristics that often show up in the lives of alcoholics. One 
of the major dysfunctional behavioral characteristics is low self-esteem that contributes to 
isolating oneself from others, especially authority figures. Many alcoholics often seek 
approval and will do anything to make people like them. This attributes to choosing 
relationships with emotionally unavailable people who have addictive personalities. 
Alcoholics often live as victims and are often attracted to other victims. They deny or 
repress feelings, because they do not have healthy ways to express them. Other 
dysfunctional characteristics include denial, isolation, control, misplaced guilt, and lack 
of responsibility.4 Alcoholics struggle with many or all of these dysfunctional 
characteristics.  
 Similarly, even though all of these characteristics are evident in the general 
population, many of the characteristics are more common in late adolescents. Sundene and 
Dunn suggest those early in the late adolescent stage are engaged in a battle to prove to 
themselves and to their families that they are no longer dependent children. Young people 
look to answer for themselves the question of identity as an adult as well as what it means 
to form lasting relational bonds. In the later stages of late adolescence, they are trying to 
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find stability in their lives with work, relationships, and life purpose.5 Engaging in these 
difficult transitions while battling some of the characteristics suggested by Friends in 
Recovery can be overwhelming for many late adolescents.  
As mentioned in Chapter 2, late adolescents face instability in their career, 
relationships, and bodily transformation. In addition, they have to reconcile the shifting 
values of truth, easy access to information, and global movement toward diversity.6 Along 
with these challenges is the process of individuation, which makes it extremely difficult 
for late adolescents not only to progress into adulthood but also into a deeper faith.  
 The principles found in the 12-Step Program are great foundational constructs for the 
Adoption Discipleship Model. The 12-Step Program divides the steps into four main 
sections with different goals. The goal of the first three steps is to find peace with God. 
These steps include recognizing one’s brokenness and allowing God to begin mending one’s 
life. The next four steps help to create peace with oneself. This involves self-examination, 
confession, repentance, and working toward transformation of character. The next two steps 
help to create peace with others in relationship. In order to have peace in relationships, one 
must examine oneself and make amends for having caused pain and brokenness. The final 
two steps maintain peace granted by God and involve developing spiritual disciplines while 
ministering to others.7 Essentially, the four goals of finding peace with God, self, others, and 
maintaining peace with all three are the same goals in the Christian faith journey. The four 
crucial tasks of maturing faith include acknowledgement of God above all things, 
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development of one’s identity in Christ, participation in a healthy faith community, and 
development of the characteristics of Christ through spiritual formation and discipleship. 
 
The Adoption Discipleship Model: A New Model of Discipleship  
for Late Adolescents 
 
 The Adoption Discipleship Model, or ADM, centers on the four crucial tasks of a 
maturing faith. Just like the 12-Step Program, it is not designed to be chronological where 
it has a beginning or an end; neither is it a program with a finite number of steps. Just as 
highway barricades help keep cars on the proper side of traffic, the ADM’s key concepts 
help keep late adolescents on a healthy trajectory toward an intimate relationship with 
God within the context of a healthy community of faith.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Adoption Discipleship Model 
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The purpose of the ADM is to help late adolescents live their identity as adopted sons and 
daughters in the kingdom of God through faith in Christ as part of a local church that 
embodies the qualities of a mentoring community.  
 
Acknowledgment of God 
The first step of the 12-Step Program is to recognize one’s own brokenness and 
powerlessness to overcome one’s addictions. In the same way, the first step in 
discipleship is recognizing personal brokenness and powerlessness to overcome addiction 
to self and sin.8 As the first part of the ADM, late adolescents can learn to acknowledge 
God by understanding and experiencing three things: his omniscience, his omnipotence, 
and his omnipresence. God is the only one who can replace brokenness with wholeness 
through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ; and one’s faith should be placed 
in the hands of God who is trustworthy. Rohr writes in Breathing under Water:  
We really are our own worst enemies, and salvation is primarily from ourselves. It 
seems humans would sooner die than change or admit that they are mistaken. . . . 
Christians are usually sincere and well-intentioned people until you get to any real 
issues of ego, control, power, money, pleasure, and security. Then they tend to be 
pretty much like everybody else.9   
 
Rohr believes ego or self is at the root of everyone’s addiction to self, causing a barrier 
for people to truly recognize God as the true giver of life and freedom. Paul writes to the 
church in Galatia: “You, my brothers and sisters, were called to be free. But do not use 
your freedom to indulge the flesh; rather, serve one another humbly in love” (Galatians 
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5:13). Freedom is found in a proper relationship with God rather than a destructive 
addiction to self.  
 Willard believed the cost of discipleship was minimal compared to the alternative. 
“The ‘cost of discipleship,’ though it may take all we have, is small when compared to 
the lot of those who don’t accept Christ’s invitation to be a part of his company in The 
Way of life.”10 Although Jesus referred to his yoke being easy and the burden being light 
in Matthew 11:30, most people have not grasped the ease, lightness, and power of his 
way. Willard says that “the general human failing is to want what is right and important, 
but at the same time not to commit to the kind of life that will produce the action we 
know to be right and the condition we want to enjoy.”11 The secret of the easy yoke as 
described by Willard is to deny self and “learn from Christ how to live our total lives, 
how to invest all our time and our energies of mind and body as he did.”12 
The initial step in discipleship for late adolescents is to let go of the self and 
acknowledge God as the Creator, Sustainer, and the Provider of salvation. It requires 
recognizing one’s own brokenness, understanding only God can bring wholeness to life 
and deciding to allow God to take charge of one’s life. Willard concluded his 
understanding of taking on Christ’s yoke as “the intelligent, informed, unyielding resolve 
to live as Jesus lived in all aspects of his life, not just in the moment of specific choice or 
action.”13 Discipleship or apprenticeship with Christ begins with a commitment to follow 
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Jesus. Through the process of discipleship, a late adolescent begins to let go of 
narcissistic thoughts, attitudes, and actions while turning over every aspect of life to God.  
Acknowledgment of God is not something that can be simply taught and 
accepted. The “unyielding resolve to live as Jesus lived” can only be formed by 
experiencing God. However, a consistent reminder of who God is through corporate 
worship and small group Bible study can help late adolescents to become more informed 
of God’s character. In addition, constant sharing of stories of what God has done in the 
lives of the mentoring community can undergird the teachings in worship and Bible 
study. In this way, sharing life together as a community of faith with late adolescents can 
help them to experience God and acknowledge God as the Lord of all things.  
 
Identity in Christ 
Progress made in Steps #4 through #7 in the 12-Step Program is discovering one’s 
own true identity. It involves self-examination, confession, repentance, and purification.14 
An alcoholic would make a moral inventory of self, ask God for forgiveness for failures, 
share the failures with another person, and ask God to remove character defects. These 
steps lead to self-discovery. They also help to develop one’s character and identity found 
in a committed relationship with Christ. In the Adoption Discipleship Model, late 
adolescents grow in discipleship as they discover their identity in a loving relationship 
with Jesus. As part of the ADM, late adolescents can find their identity in Christ by 
engaging in and experiencing the following: an in-depth self-evaluation of goals, actions, 
and intentions; sharing the findings from the self-evaluation with someone from the 
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mentoring community; accepting God’s forgiveness, grace, redemption, and love for past 
failures privately and publicly when appropriate; and taking on the image and character 
of Christ by allowing the Holy Spirit to develop the fruit of the Spirit. 
 As explained in Chapter 1 of this project, late adolescents are developed enough 
to delve into self-reflection. Most have developmentally matured enough to take an 
honest look into their life. Rohr refers to this self-reflection as “shadow boxing,”15 which 
is “for the sake of truth and humility and generosity of spirit.”16 When late adolescents 
practice self-reflection, they recognize the defects in their own character by the light of 
truth in Christ. As the light of truth shines upon the defects, “goodness is transferred by 
radiance, reflection, and resonance with another goodness.”17 After the self-evaluation, it 
is important to share the findings with someone they trust while asking God for 
forgiveness and grace. Rohr believes this is the only way to move forward in discipleship. 
“What humanity needs is an honest exposure of the truth and true accountability and 
responsibility for what has happened. Only then can human beings move ahead with 
dignity.”18 
As part of having one’s identity in Christ, a late adolescent must set aside his or 
her defects and take on the character of Christ. J. B. Smith in The Good and Beautiful 
Life points to the beatitudes found in Matthew 5 as part of humanity’s identity as 
described by Jesus: “Those who are in Christ become living beatitudes, walking, talking 
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blessings to the world. . . . Those who live with Jesus in his kingdom are destined to be 
witnesses for another way of life, where the last are first and the greatest are least.”19 The 
beatitudes help to define one’s identity in Jesus, one that is focused on the needs of others 
and not looking for the spotlight. 
 Finding personal identity in Christ requires taking on the image of Christ. Every 
person is to imitate Christ and to take on his characteristics, as it says in 2 Corinthians 
3:18: “And we all, who with unveiled faces contemplate the Lord’s glory, are being 
transformed into his image with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is 
the Spirit.” Paul continues to encourage the church in Corinth, “Therefore we do not lose 
heart. Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are being renewed day by 
day. For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far 
outweighs them all. So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen, since 
what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal” (2 Corinthians 4:16-18). As one 
takes on the image of Christ, one takes on the character of Jesus described as the fruit of 
the Spirit in Galatians 5:22-23: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. Identity of all Christ-followers, including that of 
late adolescents, is discovered as they “believe as Jesus believed, live as He lived, love as 
He loved, minister as He ministered, and lead as He led.”20 
 In the ADM, late adolescents are taught to consider an in-depth self-evaluation of 
goals, actions, and intentions. This is not a one-time self-inventory but rather a way of 
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living life from a different perspective daily. The in-depth self-evaluation is a way of 
helping late adolescents to have proper perspective in life that aligns with the world Jesus 
described in Scripture or what Ray S. Anderson refers to as “Kingdom trajectory.”21 Late 
adolescents are taught to ask themselves questions that will evaluate their actions, 
attitudes, and intentions. Upon the evaluation, if late adolescents determine selfishness in 
their actions, attitudes, and intentions, they will be directed to ask for forgiveness from 
God and others they might have offended. By going through this process daily, late 
adolescents position themselves to learn from their mistakes and make the necessary 
changes to take on healthy character—such as the fruit of the Spirit described in 
Galatians 5—and develop their identity in Christ. 
 
Participation in Healthy Community 
In the 12-Step Program, Steps #8 through #10 focus on living with peace in 
community. It involves examining relationships, mending broken ones, and working 
toward personal and communal health. Similarly, being part of a healthy community of 
faith is essential to discipleship of all believers. J. B. Smith writes that all human beings 
are community-dwellers: “Just as the eternal Trinity (Father, Son and Spirit) live in 
community, so also we who are made in God’s image are meant to live and love in 
community. . . . Spiritual formation happens most profoundly in the context of a group. 
Participating in a group allows the influence of others to spur us on and encourage us.”22 
It is in a healthy community late adolescents can develop a sense of adoption into the 
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Body of Christ and know that they will not have to travel the faith journey alone. As part 
of the ADM, late adolescents can participate in a healthy community by experiencing the 
following: adoption into the local Body of Christ, experiencing all aspects of community; 
mending of broken relationships, whenever possible; and service within the community 
and to the world through the community. 
In the contemporary King James Bible, 1 Peter 2:9 states, “But ye are a chosen 
generation, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a peculiar people, that ye should show forth 
the praises of Him who hath called you out of darkness into His marvelous light [emphasis 
mine].”23 J. B. Smith, in The Good and Beautiful Community, points out that disciples are 
peculiar people that form a peculiar community.24 Christians who reflect the character of 
Christ stand out in today’s world. J. B. Smith also notes that devoted followers of Christ’s 
thoughts, attitudes, and actions are distinctive to a world that is driven by narcissism. 
Others notice the uniqueness, driving some to discover what makes Christians different. It 
is precisely at that point the peculiar community of Christ-followers adopts them into 
fellowship, giving them full access to all aspects of the community. 
Within a community of people, there exist broken relationships. For a community 
to be healthy, grace must abound. For Thrall and McNicol, grace is a community into 
which one enters.25 “Grace brings us wholehearted adoption into God’s family and a new 
identity, new life, new power, new capacity, and God’s full protection. . . . The Trinity 
actually lives, loves, and leads together in a realm of grace, a community of grace where 
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truth and trust are flowing in relationship.”26 God offers grace to all, and Christians 
should offer it to one another in community. By being adopted into a healthy community, 
late adolescents can learn how to offer and receive grace. In reality, this is a messy 
process. At times, the community fails to show grace to individuals and vice versa. 
However, through the mistakes that are made and the examples of grace that are offered, 
late adolescents can learn about grace.  
Offering grace to one another in community shifts the paradigm of how one lives 
in community. Thrall and McNicol define humility as “trusting God and others with 
me.”27 Both believe true humility is always found in the context of a healthy community. 
“If you encounter a definition of humility without the concept of healthy interdependency, 
the idea of trusting others, you have found a definition that is inadequate, does not 
function, and does not reflect the community of the Trinity.”28 In the community of grace, 
love cannot be received apart from humility. Living their lives within a healthy 
community, late adolescents can learn how to live in humility.  
In addition to experiencing grace and humility as part of living in healthy 
community, late adolescents need to experience service within the community and to the 
outside world. To be an apprentice of Jesus, one must imitate him. Jesus was a servant 
and always sought to meet the needs of others. Jesus said, “For who is greater, the one 
who is at the table or the one who serves? Is it not the one who is at the table? But I am 
among you as one who serves” (Luke 22:27). Jesus also taught, “Greater love has no one 
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than this: to lay down one’s life for one’s friends” (John 15:13). Paul wrote in Philippians 
2:3-4: “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in humility value 
others above yourselves, not looking to your own interests but each of you to the interests 
of the others.” Each of these teachings puts the needs of others before one’s own. This is 
definitely counter-cultural, but it is the way of Jesus and it is what late adolescents will 
learn through the ADM. By participating in mission-focused activities through the 
community of faith, late adolescents can experience putting the needs of others first. 
Peterson translates Romans 12:1 in The Message as this: “So here’s what I want 
you to do, God helping you: Take your everyday, ordinary life—your sleeping, eating, 
going-to-work, and walking-around life—and place it before God as an offering.”29 
Peterson points to “everyday, ordinary life” as the physical service done on behalf of the 
community as an offering to God. Peterson writes: “The service we offer to God is 
extended into the specific acts that serve others. We learn a relationship—an attitude 
toward life, a stance—of servitude before God, and then we are available to be of use to 
others in acts of service.”30 It is in serving God that serving others is developed as a 
natural way of life. Service helps late adolescents to be part of the community, assisting 
them to develop spiritual maturity and discipleship.  
 
Spiritual Formation and Ministry 
 
In AA’s 12-Step Program, the final two steps help maintain the focus of 
alcoholics going through the program. Prayer and meditation form the focus of keeping a 
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30 Peterson, A Long Obedience in the Same Direction, 66. 
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close relationship with God in the eleventh step, while the final step is about ministry 
toward others through what the Holy Spirit is teaching the individual. Alcoholics 
Anonymous believes prayer and meditation are vital for survival. “When we refuse air, 
light or food, the body suffers. And when we turn away from meditation and prayer, we 
likewise deprive our minds, our emotions, and our intuitions of vitally needed support.”31 
These spiritual disciplines help keep the steppers on the right path and help them to share 
their experiences with others. The last step calls for those “having had a spiritual 
awakening as a result of these steps”32 to help other alcoholics by encouraging them to 
seek emotional sobriety through the 12-Step Program. These last two steps are sometimes 
referred to as the “maintenance phase”33 or “keeping the peace.”34 For late adolescents, 
spiritual formation is developed through spiritual disciplines such as prayer and 
meditation. As spiritual formation is developed, the character of Christ is lived out in 
ministry to build the kingdom of God. As part of the ADM, late adolescents can 
experience spiritual formation and ministry through the following: practicing spiritual 
disciplines and building God’s kingdom through ministry. 
 Willard defines spiritual formation as “the training process that occurs for those 
who are disciples of Jesus. . . . As a disciple of Jesus, I am living with Him, learning to 
live in the kingdom of God as he lives in the kingdom of God.”35 He goes on to state that 
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the gospel of the kingdom is “the availability of life from above through reliance upon 
Jesus.”36 He believes the practice of spiritual disciplines are the key to aligning oneself to 
God’s kingdom. “The disciplines are activities of mind and body purposefully 
undertaken, to bring our personality and total being into effective cooperation with the 
divine order.”37 Especially for late adolescents who often struggle with narcissism and 
order, the training process of spiritual formation through the disciplines is valuable. By 
engaging in the spiritual disciplines, late adolescents can mature in faith. 
 Foster separates spiritual disciplines into three main categories: Inward 
Disciplines, Outward Disciplines, and Corporate Disciplines. The Inward Disciplines 
include meditation, prayer, fasting, and study. The Outward Disciplines are simplicity, 
solitude, submission, and service. Finally, the Corporate Disciplines include confession, 
worship, guidance, and celebration. Each of the twelve disciplines is important and takes 
practice to become more proficient. In the ADM, these spiritual disciplines will be taught 
and practiced together as a group. After having initial experience with each of the 
disciplines, late adolescents can be encouraged to focus on one or two at a time in order 
to give more attention to certain disciplines. 
 In addition to practicing spiritual disciplines together, late adolescents can 
practice ministry in the ADM. Nouwen describes ministry as sharing oneself with others: 
“I think that our deepest human desire is to give ourselves to each other as a source of 
physical, emotional, and spiritual growth.”38 Just as Jesus offered himself to humanity, 
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there is no greater gift a person could offer to others than oneself. Due to a person’s 
uniqueness, no one can give to others what that person can give. It is the gift to those the 
person loves that he or she offers one’s joy, one’s peace and one’s well-being.39 In the 
ADM, ministry is not necessarily defined as a mission experience. It is simply offering 
oneself to another in relationship and giving everything needed to build that relationship. 
These relationships can be found within family, community of faith, and the community 
at large. By developing relationships in each of these areas, late adolescents can learn to 
engage in ministry in all aspects of life.  
 Spiritual disciplines and ministry correlate with one another. As late adolescents 
develop spiritual disciplines, they will develop deeper relationships through ministry. 
Likewise, as late adolescents grow in ministry, their spiritual disciplines will be 
strengthened. As both spiritual disciplines and ministry increase, late adolescents will 
mature in their faith and grow in spiritual formation.  
 
Mentoring Community: A Key to Leading Late Adolescents  
into Adoptive Faith 
 
 In Alcoholics Anonymous, the sponsor plays a key role within the 12-Step 
Program. A sponsor is an alcoholic who has made progress in the recovery program and 
shares that experience on a continuous, individual basis with another alcoholic who is 
attempting to attain or maintain sobriety through AA. Questions & Answers on 
Sponsorship, the brochure printed by AA, defines the role of a sponsor:  
It assures the newcomer that there is at least one person who understands the 
situation fully and cares—one person to turn to without embarrassment when 
doubts, questions, or problems linked to alcoholism arise. Sponsorship gives the 
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newcomer an understanding, sympathetic friend when one is needed most. 
Sponsorship also provides the bridge enabling the new person to meet other 
alcoholics—in a home group and in other groups visited.40 
 
 Essentially, a sponsor usually shares his or her own story and how the program 
has led to sobriety. Sponsorship includes bringing the newcomer to a variety of AA 
meetings and introducing the individuals to other members in the group. The sponsor is 
available at any time to share ideas and suggestions or just to listen. In addition, The Big 
Book of Alcoholics Anonymous is a central part of the sponsor-newcomer relationship.41 
The sponsor goes over the main features of the book, explaining the 12-Step process in 
detail and walks with the newcomer through the journey to sobriety.  
 Just as the sponsor is vital to the success of achieving sobriety for an alcoholic, so 
is a mentoring community for adolescents. In The Path to Purpose, Damon calls upon 
society to provide a culture of purpose for young people through mentoring.42 He argues 
that before a culture of purpose can be created in society, a sense of community must first 
exist. Parents, teachers, and other adults in an adolescent’s life must present a similar 
voice to reinforce one another’s efforts.43 Damon supports the idea that adolescents need 
a positive community of people around them who are focused on their successes rather 
than their failures.  
 In the Adoption Discipleship Model, a mentoring community within the church is 
critical for late adolescents not only to become adopted into the kingdom of God but also 
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into the community of faith. C. Clark believes one of the greatest needs of adolescents is 
the presence of adults in their lives: “The fact remains that every child needs authentic, 
intimate relationships with adults until he or she has completed much of the adolescent 
process.”44 A single mentor in the life of a late adolescent cannot meet this type of 
personal guidance fully. There are too many needs and demands of a late adolescent who 
is struggling to find a foothold in life for a single mentor to provide support. It takes an 
entire community of committed mentors to provide support for late adolescents to 
develop a mature adoptive faith and be encouraged into healthy adulthood.  
 In Sticky Faith, Powell and C. Clark agree the best approach for churches to build 
a faith that lasts in adolescents is to flip the traditional 1:5 ratio of adults to students to a 
5:1 ratio. Every adolescent, including late adolescents, needs at least five caring adults in 
his or her life—not including parents.45 Not only should the adults be caring; they need to 
be intentional about mentoring. Powell and C. Clark state: “Our research has shown that 
beyond the benefits of the mere presence of mentors, the more adult mentors who seek 
out the student and help the student apply faith to daily life, the better.”46 A mentoring 
community is only developed through intentional focus on helping late adolescents 
develop a faith that lasts.  
 In her recent TED Talk at Ryerson University in Toronto, Canada, Mary Donohue 
suggested mentoring as the key solution to the leadership gap found in many businesses 
today. Donohue presented three parts of mentoring business leaders that should apply in 
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helping to lead today’s late adolescents: provide context, define success, and provide 
opportunities to learn.47 Likewise, in order to build intentional leadership in late 
adolescents, church leaders need to provide the proper context for late adolescents to 
grow not as an individual but as a group. Her research has shown today’s late adolescents 
prefer to succeed together rather than competing against one another. After providing a 
context for leadership, the definition of success should be clearly defined. The desired 
outcome must be clearly defined for late adolescents. Finally, Donohue suggested late 
adolescents must be given the opportunity to experience leadership for themselves, come 
back together to process the events, and learn from the experience. Just as these steps can 
help develop leadership in business, similar concepts should be taken by mentoring 
communities to help late adolescents build a mature faith.  
 In creating the context, the mentoring community fully adopts the late adolescents 
as a member of the church. Powell and C. Clark refer to this as only having one table.48 
Rather than having an adult table and a kids’ table at a family meal, the concept of having 
one table is used to invite everyone to the same gathering with similar rights, privileges, 
and responsibilities. In an ADM mentoring community, late adolescents are invited to 
take on leadership by serving on committees, leading in worship, and providing spiritual 
leadership as deacons. The mentoring community clearly defines what success looks like 
in each of the roles while providing sufficient training and guidance through the process. 
The mentoring community must be willing to celebrate the successes with late 
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adolescents while giving constructive criticism in areas that need improvement. It is 
during this mentoring process that late adolescents ask questions, deliberate on difficult 
topics, and engage in finding solutions and growing in faith. 
 The ADM thrives in an environment where caring adults who are willing to 
mentor late adolescents set boundaries and give them opportunities to wrestle with their 
faith. These mentors engage the late adolescents in all aspects of life. They facilitate 
Bible studies, practice spiritual disciplines together, work alongside them in service, 
provide guidance with life decisions, and offer themselves in ministry with late 
adolescents. In this setting, late adolescents have opportunities to acknowledge God, form 
their identity as defined by Jesus, participate in a healthy community, and develop in 
spiritual formation and ministry.  
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CHAPTER 6 
 
IMPLEMENTING ADOPTION DISCIPLESHIP MODEL FOR LATE 
ADOLESCENTS AT TRINITY BAPTIST CHURCH  
  
 The Adoption Discipleship Model is not a step-by-step process that takes a late 
adolescent through a sequential or linear experience to achieve the level of a mature 
disciple. Rather, the ADM is designed to allow a late adolescent enter into the system of 
discipleship at any entry point and begin growing in maturity and faith. It requires 
intentionality by the local church to help late adolescents to enter into the ADM and 
assist them in growing in spiritual formation. It is as Colossians 3:1-3 states, “Since, then, 
you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is, seated 
at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. For you 
died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God.” The ADM requires an environment 
filled with love, grace, and expectations for late adolescents.  
 
Purpose and Overview of Implementing the Adoption  
Discipleship Model 
 
 Implementing a new model in a local church setting requires preparation, 
education, and diligent work. The purpose of the ADM is to help late adolescents become 
adopted into the kingdom of God through faith in Christ and into a local church that 
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embodies the qualities of a mentoring community. This purpose must be shared with the 
entire congregation over and over, until it becomes part of the church’s story. Wilfred H. 
Drath and Charles J. Palus of the Center for Creative Leadership have said, “Leadership 
in organizations is more about making meaning than about making decisions and 
influencing people. . . . Meaning-making is the process of creating names, interpretations, 
and commitments. . . . It makes sense of an action by placing it in some larger frame.”1 
Cormode writes in Making Spiritual Sense: “Meaning-making leaders give people the 
vocabulary and theological categories to imagine a different way to interpret the world 
and to construct a new course of action that flows from that interpretation.”2 In order to 
implement ADM at Trinity Baptist Church, the definition of one Body in Christ must 
include late adolescents along with children, youth, and adults of all ages. This 
theological truth and meaning must be corporately shared by everyone in leadership to 
construct a new model into the fabric of the church’s identity. 
 Implementing the ADM is an adaptive change.3 According to Heifetz and Laurie, 
adaptive change requires new learning in order to come up with new solutions.4 Before 
the ADM can be implemented, the idea of adoption of all people into the kingdom of God 
and into the local faith community must be taught and accepted by the Trinity 
congregation. In doing so, it is vital to keep in mind the six principles of adaptive change 
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of seeing the big picture, addressing the adaptive change, regulating distress, maintaining 
attention on the issue, helping others take responsibility, and keeping the line of 
communication open.5 As church leaders help share the ADM’s purpose and carefully 
monitor the advancement of the new model, over time it will be implemented.  
 After church leaders have adopted the ADM as an effective way of engaging late 
adolescents, and the church family has been educated in the purpose of the model, the 
next step is to recruit and equip adult mentors who will lead in creating a mentoring 
community within the church. As argued in Chapter 5, late adolescents need a myriad of 
mentors in their lives to develop a mature faith as they are encouraged into adulthood.  
 Paul D. Stanley and J. Robert Clinton have created a paradigm of mentoring 
functions that follows a continuum of more deliberate to less deliberate mentoring.6 The 
six functions are disciple, spiritual guide, counselor, coach, sponsor, and model.7 On the 
continuum, the most deliberate mentoring is done by a disciple.8 This is a person who 
empowers the late adolescent in the basics of following Christ. The second type of a 
mentor is a spiritual guide who provides accountability, direction, and insight that lead to 
greater spiritual maturity.9 The third type is a counselor who is less intense and less 
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deliberate than the spiritual guide.10 This person provides spiritual advice and perspective 
on life but is less hands on than a disciple and spiritual guide. The fourth type is a coach 
who motivates, provides opportunities, and helps develop the skills needed to meet a task 
or challenge.11 A sponsor is even less deliberate but offers guidance and networking 
opportunities to grow.12 Finally, the least deliberate mentor on the continuum is the 
model.13 This mentor is a living example that a person can emulate.  
 Depending on the level of discipleship of each individual, more deliberate or less 
deliberate styles of mentoring are needed to help late adolescents develop a mature faith 
through the ADM. It is very possible that all types of mentors are necessary to help a late 
adolescent mature in faith. Once again, it takes an entire community of mentors playing 
different roles to make the ADM effective. Though the entire church should be a part of 
the mentoring community, specific mentors who show specific abilities and passion 
toward late adolescents will be specially equipped with the knowledge of late adolescent 
culture, an understanding of developmental science, and particular guidance in 
appropriate mentoring relationships.  
 In The Path to Purpose, Damon noticed a paradox in nurturing purpose in the 
lives of young people. “Young people must discover their own unique purposes, out of 
their own particular interests and beliefs. Yet their discoveries are guided by other people 
in their lives, and the purposes that they discover are inevitably shaped by values that 
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they encounter in the culture around them. The paradox is that purpose is both a deeply 
individual and an unavoidably social phenomenon.”14 Since people in the lives of late 
adolescents are influential, it is important a program is developed to help faith mature and 
to build mentoring relationships. Though it is entirely possible for late adolescents to 
organically develop the mentoring relationships by being adopted into the community of 
faith, this is more likely to happen if at least one intentional program targeted toward late 
adolescents is developed and carried out. Intentional programming ensures mentors of all 
levels an environment to impact the lives of late adolescents in positive ways.  
 
Educating the Congregation 
 Cormode describes the purpose of Christian leadership as “making spiritual 
meaning.” Christian leaders should “help God’s people see how to interpret their daily lives 
from God’s perspective.” They should lead by “shaping the ways that God’s people interpret 
everything going on in their worlds.”15 In order to help Trinity Baptist Church become a 
mentoring community for late adolescents, leaders—including ministerial staff, deacons, 
teachers, and advocates—must make spiritual meaning of the context in which late 
adolescents live. Cormode also defines vision as a “shared story of future hope.”16 Cormode 
believes shared stories are the catalyst for change. His equation is “my story + biblical story 
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+ our story = future hope.”17 Leaders must cast the vision for late adolescents to the rest of 
the congregation and help people inhabit God’s story of hope for them.  
 At Trinity Baptist Church, casting the vision begins in the pulpit. Sharing the 
stories of late adolescents and their needs during corporate worship from the pulpit is the 
first step. This helps late adolescents to gain significance within the life of the 
congregation and allows the congregation to know the ministerial staff is in one accord. 
 The next step is to develop an ADM Implementation Team made up of church 
leaders who share in the vision of reaching late adolescents and helping them to develop 
in faith.18 This team will consist of members of church staff, deacons, lay leaders, and 
late adolescents. The ADM Implementation Team will start by praying together about the 
hopes and dreams God has in store for the ministry with late adolescents, within the 
church and outside the church.19 The team then will work together to assess the current 
state of ministry and formulate a plan for the future.20 
 As part of the early implementation plan, it will include educating the deacons, 
the elected spiritual leaders of the church, about the need for intentional faith 
development of late adolescents within Trinity Baptist Church. Teaching the deacons 
about the late adolescent culture and their need to sense adoption into the church is vital 
in developing a shared story. Next, Sunday School teachers and other discipleship leaders 
will learn the needs of late adolescents. Sunday School teachers can share stories of late 
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adolescents in appropriate ways whenever possible while teaching. Ultimately, all church 
leaders can share stories of late adolescents as often as possible to as many people as 
possible. In this way, over time reshaping the story of late adolescents can become a 
natural part of the church. It will become the shared story of future hope.  
 After the congregation adopts the vision for late adolescents, the ADM Team will set 
out to provide specific instruction of the ADM to all church leaders. Deacons, Sunday 
School teachers, discipleship leaders, and targeted adults who have shown interest in being 
part of the specific mentoring community for the late adolescents will receive in-depth 
instruction on the ADM. The rationale and the development of the model must be 
understood and adopted to help leaders feel equipped. After the leaders have been equipped, 
they will help the ADM Implementation Team brainstorm specific ways for the church to 
help late adolescents become adopted into the kingdom and into the church family.  
 The final step for the ADM Implementation Team is to develop at least one 
intentional ministry program directed toward late adolescents. The ministry program will 
bring together late adolescents and trained mentoring leaders who understand the needs 
of late adolescents. The program will help facilitate faith conversations alongside life 
issues of late adolescents. The mentoring community will walk alongside the late 
adolescents to provide support and guidance rather than give direct instruction. Late 
adolescents must take ownership of the ministry program in order for it to be successful. 
 
Mentoring Community: The Training Outline 
 As discussed in Chapter 5, a mentoring community is vital in helping late 
adolescents become adopted into the kingdom of God and into the church family. 
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Helping mentors to better understand late adolescence as a stage of life and the issues late 
adolescents face currently are keys to success. A comprehensive training for church 
leaders and mentors who have a heart for late adolescents is essential. At Trinity Baptist, 
mentors will go through the prescribed training prior to beginning their work with late 
adolescents. Continued training with up-to-date information about late adolescents will 
be offered periodically to mentors.  
 Mentors will go through a five-week training to learn about late adolescence and 
the purpose of the Adoption Discipleship Model. This training will be held on Sunday 
nights from mid-January through February of 2014. Each training session will last 1.5 
hours and will be led by me as the associate pastor of Students and Administration. The 
first training session will focus on the stage of late adolescence. The history of 
adolescence will be shared along with C. Clark’s Tightrope of Adolescence model.21 
Information concerning brain development and the process of individuation also will be 
included in the first training session. The second session will focus on the culture of late 
adolescence, especially for late adolescents in Raleigh. It will include an in-depth look 
into the pressures of achievement that late adolescents at Trinity Baptist Church face. The 
third session will take a broad look at Christian discipleship for late adolescents. It will 
survey the past models of discipleship before landing on adoption as the most effective 
one to use with late adolescents. The fourth session will introduce the Adoption 
Discipleship Model. The key components of AA’s 12-Step Program will be connected to 
the ADM. In addition, the concepts of mental models and adaptive change will be 
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explained to help the mentors understand how change will occur in the lives of late 
adolescents in the program. The final session will explain the four parts of the ADM and 
the purpose of the mentors’ roles within the model. Upon completion of the training, the 
mentors will have a better understanding of who the late adolescents at Trinity Baptist 
Church are and the role mentors will play in helping them become adopted into the 
kingdom of God and into the church. A full outline of the Mentor Training Curriculum 
can be found in the appendix of this project. 
 
Initial ADM Program for Late Adolescents 
 The goal of the ADM is to help late adolescents become adopted into the kingdom 
of God through faith in Christ and into a local church that embodies the qualities of a 
mentoring community. An intentional ministry for late adolescents involves creating a 
safe environment where they can ask difficult questions and are able to wrestle with 
tough issues dealing with life and faith in a supportive community. In order to achieve 
this goal at Trinity Baptist Church, a new program will be established to begin creating 
conversations between late adolescents and trained mentors.  
 The new ministry program for late adolescents at Trinity Baptist Church will be 
called “Young Adult Reflections.” The name of the program centers on the hope for late 
adolescents not only to reflect on who they are as a person but also for them to reflect on 
who they are in relationship to God. Young Adult Reflections will be held every Tuesday 
night from 7:00 p.m. to 8:30 p.m. at the church. The initial series for Young Adult 
Reflections will last twelve weeks. In order to create a more relaxed atmosphere, 
Reflections will be held in an intimate room to hold up to forty people gathered round 
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tables to promote discussion and conversation. As the associate pastor of Students and 
Administration, I will facilitate each Reflections meeting. The trained mentors also will 
play a part in Reflections. There will be at least one trained mentor at each round table to 
help advance the conversation, stay on topic, and add wisdom and guidance when 
possible. Since it is important for late adolescents to have a mentoring community rather 
than a single mentor, the trained mentors will be asked to sit with different late 
adolescents each week as much as possible. 
 Each Young Adult Reflections session will have the same format. I will share the 
main topic and focus at the beginning of the night. A short scriptural lesson will be taught 
to set the stage for small group discussions. After the scriptural lesson, the mentors will 
help facilitate discussion at each table with the questions that are provided. Upon 
completion of discussion, the “Spiritual Discipline of the Week” will be introduced and 
explained to the large group. After the explanation, further discussion of the spiritual 
discipline will ensue at each table along with a plan of implementation for the upcoming 
week. After the first session, the results of the previous week’s spiritual discipline will be 
shared during that time. Each table will conclude with the sharing of concerns and prayer 
requests and a time of prayer. 
 The initial twelve weeks will be divided into four units. Each unit will concentrate 
on one of the parts of the ADM. The first unit will center on acknowledging God and will 
last three weeks. The first week will cover God being omniscient, omnipotent, and 
omnipresent. The second week will help late adolescents realize God is the only one who 
can bring wholeness to life through Christ. Unit One will conclude with a lesson to help 
late adolescents realize they should place their faith in God who is trustworthy. The 
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larger goal of the first unit is to help late adolescents acknowledge God as the Lord of all 
things who is worthy of their complete trust. 
 The second unit will develop late adolescents’ understanding of their own identity 
and their need to define their identity in Christ. In the fourth session, late adolescents will 
be asked to perform a self-evaluation of their goals, actions, and intentions. In the 
following week, the late adolescents will be encouraged to share their self-evaluations 
with one of the mentors and others in small groups. During the sixth session, late 
adolescents will learn how to receive God’s forgiveness, grace, redemption and love for 
past failures within the safety of the community that has formed over the first six weeks 
in Reflections. Unit Two concludes by encouraging the late adolescents to commit to 
taking on the image and character of Christ by developing the fruit of the Spirit.  
 The third unit emphasizes participation in a healthy Christian community like 
Trinity Baptist Church. The eighth session will help late adolescents develop a sense of 
adoption into Trinity Baptist by learning more about all aspects of community. The next 
session will help the participants recognize the importance of mending broken 
relationships whenever possible in the Body of Christ. Unit Three concludes with a lesson 
to help late adolescents recognize their gifts and talents to serve within the Body of Christ.  
 The last unit will bring together the idea of spiritual formation and ministry to 
complete the ADM. There will be a review of the spiritual disciplines they have been 
practicing since the beginning of the program and help late adolescents understand how 
the disciplines help develop spiritual formation. The final session of the initial program 
will conclude with a lesson on developing relationships with others in ministry. A 
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summary of each lesson along with some of the discussion questions for the initial ADM 
curriculum can be found in the Appendix.  
 
Assessments and Indicators of the ADM’s Fruitfulness 
 
 Through the culmination of the lessons in the twelve-week program, late 
adolescents will experience an overview of the Adoption Discipleship Model with the 
support of a mentoring community. The initial twelve-week program is simply the 
beginning of a long process that will help late adolescents mature in faith and progress 
toward adulthood. The assessment of faith maturity and discipleship is difficult, thus 
making the assessment of the ADM process over a short period of time almost 
impossible.  
However, there are a few key indicators that can give a clue to the effectiveness of 
the ADM process. The first indicator is the level of trust between the late adolescents and 
the mentors. If the mentors are able to develop relationships with some depth, it signals 
that the late adolescents are comfortable in the environment of adoption. A second 
indicator is the depth of conversation during Reflections. If the discussions break through 
the surface level and personal reflections are shared, it can be seen as a marker of trust 
being built among their peers and with the mentors. Ultimately, the late adolescents’ 
engagement of the weekly spiritual disciplines can be considered as a sign of spiritual 
growth. If the participants are taking the spiritual disciplines seriously each week, it will 
reveal their willingness to grow in discipleship and spiritual formation.  
Overall, the real success of the ADM will be measured over several years. If 
intentional programs continue during that period and late adolescents remain engaged in 
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the ADM, an increase in the depth of their faith and their connection to the church will be 
recognizable. In addition, the participants’ transition from late adolescence into adulthood 
over time as they discover more of their identity in Christ and what it means to live 
interdependently with one another in community will be the ultimate indicator of 
fruitfulness.  
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 
 
 The Adoption Discipleship Model’s goal is to help late adolescents live into their 
identity as adopted sons and daughters in the kingdom of God through faith in Christ and 
into a local church that embodies the qualities of a mentoring community. Through 
experiencing four crucial tasks of maturing faith, late adolescents can experience 
adoption into the kingdom of God and into the local Body of Christ. As part of the 
Christian journey, late adolescents need to acknowledge God as omniscient, omnipotent, 
and omnipresent, who can heal brokenness and is trustworthy. Late adolescents can 
discover their identity in Christ by evaluating their own thoughts, actions, and intentions 
and seeking forgiveness when they do not align with Christ’s character and God’s 
kingdom. By admitting their shortcomings and allowing the Holy Spirit to bring clarity in 
their lives, the Spirit can develop the fruit of the Spirit in their character. The work of the 
Spirit is enhanced through participation in a healthy community of faith where late 
adolescents experience adoption into the Body of Christ. The local body provides a 
mentoring community that is open to guiding and shepherding late adolescents into 
adulthood and into the kingdom of God.  
Finally, the ADM helps to facilitate late adolescents to grow in spiritual formation 
by practicing spiritual disciplines and participating in ministry to build up God’s 
kingdom. These four crucial tasks are not sequential. Late adolescents can enter into the 
ADM and their spiritual journey through any of the four tasks. However, in order for 
them to develop a robust faith, late adolescents must experience all four aspects of the 
ADM. 
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 The ADM is not a new program or a new ministry fad. It is a boundary of 
constructs that help to develop healthy relationships with God and with others for late 
adolescents. Sundene and Dunn understand what is at stake for late adolescents: “The 
stakes for disciplemaking in this generation are too high to allow fads and foolishness to 
dilute Jesus’ vision for disciplemaking relationships. Fads must be replaced by simple 
faithfulness to the gospel and to the strategic command of Jesus Christ: ‘make 
disciples.’”1 The ADM focuses on the personhood of each late adolescent who is created 
in the image of God and loved by Jesus. It is not an efficient way of growing in faith, nor 
is it easy. The faith journey is unpredictable and often messy. It is focused on 
relationships with God and others. Most of the time, relationships are inefficient and 
difficult to measure. Each individual’s faith journey is unique, so the ADM will not look 
the same for everyone. However, when the crucial tasks are engaged with fervor, one’s 
faith journey will help to extend God’s kingdom. 
 Sundene and Dunn point to the “irreducible core of Christ’s life as the God-man”2 
to describe the characteristics of a mature faith. They capture the essence of Jesus 
through perfect trust, perfect submission, and perfect love.3 Jesus had perfect trust in the 
Father’s wisdom. Christ’s obedience was a result of his perfect trust in God’s wisdom. As 
Paul stated in Philippians 2, Christ’s humility in response to God’s heart and leadership 
allowed him to fully submit and surrender to God’s plan. Lastly, Christ showed perfect 
love by fulfilling God’s will. “Christ flawlessly pursued the hearts of sinful humanity, 
                                                 
 1 Sundene and Dunn, Shaping the Journey of Emerging Adults, 58. 
 
 2 Ibid., 60. 
 
 3 Ibid., 61. 
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lovingly displaying the Father’s agape love as a light shining into a graceless world 
darkened by sin.”4 The ADM is designed to help late adolescents to mature in faith by 
trusting God more, submitting more to God’s leadership, and accepting God’s love more.  
 In UnChristian, Kinnaman mentions that 65 percent of all American young 
people reported making a commitment to Jesus Crist at some point in their lives. “This 
means that out of the ninety-five million Americans who are ages eighteen to forty-one, 
about sixty million say they have already made a commitment to Jesus that is still 
important; however, only about three million of them have a biblical worldview.”5 
Kinnaman goes on to surmise “the vast majority of outsiders in this country, particularly 
among young generations, are actually de-churched individuals.”6 This statistic could 
paint the picture of hopelessness for late adolescents. On the other hand, it could be seen 
in a positive light. Dyck, in Generation Ex-Christian, approaches late adolescents with 
great hope. He writes: “In other words these are not strangers, some mysterious denizens 
of a heathen underworld. Rather most unbelieving outsiders are old friends, yesterday’s 
worshipers, children who once prayed to Jesus, even if they didn’t fully grasp what they 
were saying. . . . They are our brothers, sisters, sons and daughters, and our friends. They 
have dwelt among us.”7 What these late adolescents are missing is a sense of adoption 
into the kingdom and into a local Body of Christ. The ADM welcomes late adolescents 
                                                 
 4 Ibid. 
 
 5 Kinnaman and Lyons, Unchristian, 74-75. 
 
 6 Ibid., 74. 
 
 7 Dyck, Generation Ex-Christian, 33-34. 
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into the community of faith, where they will have opportunities to encounter God and 
fellow travelers along the journey.  
 Bailey, the late adolescent mentioned in the Introduction to this project, is further 
along in her faith journey today than she was at the beginning of the writing of this paper. 
She has re-engaged her church family at Trinity Baptist after moving back to Raleigh 
with her new boyfriend. She is attending Bible study and worship consistently and is 
finding her place in an adult music ensemble. Without knowing about the ADM, she has 
entered into the four crucial tasks of faith development through God’s grace and mercy. 
Bailey has firmly acknowledged God as the Almighty and is slowly placing her trust in 
Christ once again. She is still working to find her identity as God’s ultimate creation and 
is continually self-evaluating her thoughts, actions, and intentions. She has committed to 
being part of the Body of Christ, offering her gifts and talents to build up the Church 
while allowing others to speak truth into her life. She is also working to develop the 
spiritual disciplines, slowly entering into Bible studies and personal prayer. In addition, 
Bailey has served in ministry to the local homeless community. She also has expressed a 
genuine desire to serve the kingdom through short-term mission experiences through the 
church. Over the past several months, Bailey’s self-confidence has increased and she 
seems to have found her passion for life. In essence, she is a living model of the potential 
fruitfulness of the Adoption Discipleship Model. 
 The ADM can be effective in helping late adolescents advance in their faith 
journey. It requires the mentoring community within the Body of Christ to be intentional 
in guiding late adolescents in all four tasks of faith development. It also requires the 
mentoring community to have an understanding of today’s culture of late adolescents. 
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With patience and the leadership of the Holy Spirit, late adolescents can grow in their 
faith as they mature into adulthood. The future of the Church is not dim. The future is 
bright, because God is still at work. The Church just has to join God in adopting late 
adolescents into God’s kingdom and the local Body of Christ, one at a time through love 
and grace. The ADM is simply a tool to be utilized to help facilitate faith development in 
late adolescents.  
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APPENDIX 
TRAINING CURRICULUMS 
Initial Mentor Training Curriculum Outline 
I. The stage of late adolescence 
a. Description of late adolescence 
i. History of adolescence 
ii. Tightrope of adolescence 
b. Brain development during late adolescence 
i. J.N. Giedd study 
c. Process of individuation 
i. Identity 
ii. Autonomy 
iii. Belonging 
II. Culture of late adolescence 
a. Contemporary culture of late adolescence in America 
i. Instability 
ii. Shifting of values 
b. Culture of Raleigh for late adolescents 
i. Realistic look into culture of Raleigh 
ii. Pressure of achievement 
1. Education 
2. Occupation 
3. Social 
c. Late adolescents at Trinity Baptist Church 
III. Christian discipleship for late adolescents 
a. Today’s late adolescent spirituality 
i. Current state of spirituality for late adolescents 
1. Different truth 
2. Deconstruction 
3. Concern for marginalized 
ii. Discipleship as a process 
b. Past models of discipleship 
i. Relational model  
ii. Experiential model  
iii. Intellectual model  
iv. Incarnational model  
c. Adoption model as discipleship 
IV. The Adoption Discipleship Model (ADM) 
a. Background of Alcoholic Anonymous 12-Step Program 
i. The 12-Steps 
ii. The 12-Steps and discipleship 
b. Mental models and adaptive change 
c. Understanding the Adoption Discipleship Model for late adolescents 
i. Acknowledgment of God 
1. God is omniscient, omnipotent and omnipresent. 
2. God is the only one who can replace brokenness with wholeness 
through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
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3. One’s faith should be placed in the hands of God who is 
trustworthy.  
ii. Identity in Christ 
1. Perform an in-depth self-evaluation of goals, actions and 
intentions. 
2. Share the findings from the self-evaluation with someone from 
the mentoring community. 
3. Receive God’s forgiveness, grace, redemption and love for past 
failures. 
4. Commit to taking on the image and character of Christ by 
developing the fruit of the Spirit. 
iii. Participation in healthy Christian community 
1. Adoption into the local body of Christ by experiencing all 
aspects of community. 
2. Mending of broken relationships whenever possible. 
3. Service within the community and to the world through the 
community. 
iv. Spiritual formation and ministry 
1. Practice spiritual disciplines. 
2. Build up God’s kingdom through ministry. 
d. The need for mentoring community 
 
Initial Discipleship Curriculum for Late Adolescents 
Week One 
Unit One: Acknowledgement of God 
 
Main Topic: God is omniscient, omnipotent, and omnipresent. 
 
Main Focus: Help late adolescents deepen their understanding of God as omniscient, omnipotent, 
and omnipresent. 
 
Scripture Reference: Psalm 139 
 
Synopsis: God is God, and we are not. David understood that. David understood that God knew 
all things, had the power to create each person uniquely and was present in the heights and depths 
of the earth. God deserves our reverence and worship. It is this same God who desires to know us 
intimately. As Henri Nouwen reminded us, God calls us “Beloved.” God’s love for humanity 
exceeds all else. God reveals his character to us so we can recognize his great love. When we 
compare ourselves to God who is omniscient, omnipotent and omnipresent, we realize our own 
sinfulness and inability to control our own lives.  
 
Discussion Questions 
 In a culture that believes in individualism, how do you know God exists? Share a time 
when you knew God existed without a shadow of doubt. 
 If God is omniscient, omnipotent, and omnipresent, why is there so much pain in the 
world? Why would God allow the pain to exist in humanity? 
 David understood there was not a place where he could go where God would not be there 
to meet him. Is this good news? Does this give you hope or fear? 
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 Though we might know God to be omniscient, omnipotent, and omnipresent, why do we 
try to live life on our own strength and power? How does this manifest in your own life?  
 
Week Two 
Unit One: Acknowledgement of God 
 
Main Topic: God is the only one who can replace brokenness with wholeness through the life, 
death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
 
Main Focus: Help late adolescents realize God is the only one who can bring wholeness to life 
through Christ. 
 
Scripture Reference: John 5:5-9 
 
Synopsis: The man had been an invalid for 38 years. He was probably discouraged, losing hope 
of ever walking again. However, when Jesus intentionally walked by where the dregs of society 
lay in pathetic state, he had compassion on the man and his whole life changed in an instant. 
Jesus, the ultimate Physician, healed the man and told him to get up, take up his mat and walk. 
The miracle of transformation happened because he had the courage to believe the words of 
Jesus. In the same way, Jesus calls us to a life of wholeness each day. No matter what we struggle 
with, Jesus is the answer. The path to wholeness begins with a childlike faith in who Jesus is and 
belief in what Jesus can do in our lives.  
 
Discussion Questions 
 Believing in Jesus seems so easy. However, for most young adults, it is difficult to place 
one’s trust in Christ. Why do you think this is the case? 
 As young adults, you have already experienced brokenness in life. Describe ways you 
have felt broken. 
 Do you believe God can bring healing and wholeness to your life? If so, what do you 
base your beliefs on? 
 The path to wholeness begins with a childlike faith in who Jesus is and belief in what 
Jesus can do in our lives. Why do you think this is the beginning? How does one continue 
in this journey? 
 
Week Three 
Unit One: Acknowledgement of God 
 
Main Topic: One’s faith should be placed in the hands of God who is trustworthy.  
 
Main Focus: Help late adolescents realize they should place their faith in God who is trustworthy. 
 
Scripture Reference: Isaiah 40:28-31 
 
Synopsis: When we have experienced brokenness, pain, and disappointment, trust becomes an 
issue. It is not easy to place faith in anything or anyone when we have been let down time after 
time. Letting go and trusting again can seem unbearable. However, what is the alternative? 
Should we continue living our lives bitter and angry at the world? Should we continue to let guilt 
and shame keep us from the abundant life Jesus promised? In Isaiah, the author reminds us that 
God is the Creator and Sustainer. God gives everything needed to live life abundantly when we 
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place our faith and trust in him. If we are to overcome our past failures and brokenness, our trust 
should be placed in the one who is completely trustworthy. 
 
Discussion Questions 
 Trust is a key component in all relationships. Share a time when your trust was betrayed. 
Also share a time when you betrayed someone else’s trust.  
 Why do you think God is completely trustworthy? Why do we have a difficult time really 
placing our trust in God? 
 God is God, and we are not. God’s power can sustain us through the weary moments of 
life. What does the author of Isaiah mean in verse 31, “those who hope in the Lord will 
renew their strength?” 
 When we recognize trust issues in our lives, what should we do about it? Who can we 
share these thoughts with? 
 
Week Four 
Unit Two: Identity in Christ 
 
Main Topic: Perform an in-depth self-evaluation of goals, actions, and intentions. 
 
Main Focus: Help late adolescents to perform an in-depth self-evaluation of goals, actions, and 
intentions. 
 
Scripture Reference: Psalm 139:23-24 
 
Synopsis: Our hearts are not hidden from God. Neither are our actions. God knows each of us 
intimately and nothing can be hidden from him. So why do we try to hide? Why do we think we 
can trick God into being our cosmic Santa Claus? Before we can align our lives with the kingdom 
of God, we have to search our hearts to recognize places where we are being authentic to whom 
God has created us to be. In areas where our desires do not match up with God’s desires, we need 
to make changes as needed as David wrote in Psalm 139:23-24. 
 
Discussion Questions 
 Many times, we have done things in our lives with selfish intentions. Share a time when 
your motives were not pure.  
 God knows each of us intimately and nothing can be hidden from him. Does this 
statement bring you comfort or raise fear? Why? 
 A personal inventory of our hearts is not something many people do in an official 
capacity. What are the benefits? What are the drawbacks? 
 What does “aligning yourself to the kingdom of God” mean to you? Why should we only 
desire what God desires? 
 
Week Five 
Unit Two: Identity in Christ 
 
Main Topic: Share the findings from the self-evaluation with someone from the mentoring 
community. 
 
Main Focus: Help late adolescents to share the findings from the self-evaluation with someone 
from the mentoring community. 
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Scripture Reference: James 5:13-20 
 
Synopsis: An old Scottish proverb says, “Confession is good for the soul.” This is true for anyone 
who is trying to discover his or her identity in Christ. One of the roles of the Holy Spirit is to 
illuminate our failures, selfishness and self-centeredness. Through the work of self-evaluation, we 
have been honest with our thoughts, actions, and intentions. Now, it is vital to share our findings 
with someone who we trust and who can give us some guidance. In chapter 5, James clearly 
supports sharing our needs and failures with one another. It is in the safety of a healthy Christian 
community that we can be authentic with one another and draw support from the body. As we 
share life together, the community helps us to discover our identity in Christ. 
 
Discussion Questions 
 It is difficult to share our faults and shortcomings with someone else. Why do you think 
this is the case? What obstacles keep us from being authentic with one another? 
 We take a risk when we open up our lives to someone else. What are some of these risks? 
What are the benefits? Is it worth the risk? 
 James encourages us to confess our sins to one another because it will bring healing. 
Have you ever done this in the past? Did you experience healing? 
 How do you think a healthy Christian community can help you discover your identity? 
 
Week Six 
Unit Two: Identity in Christ 
 
Main Topic: Receive God’s forgiveness, grace, redemption, and love for past failures. 
 
Main Focus: Help late adolescents to receive God’s forgiveness, grace, redemption, and love for 
past failures within the safe community of peers and mentoring community. 
 
Scripture Reference: Luke 15:11-32 
 
Synopsis: We beat ourselves up too much. Often, we have a harder time accepting forgiveness 
than asking for forgiveness. Most of the time, we are quick to recognize our mistakes and 
shortcomings. However, when someone offers forgiveness, we would rather reject his or her offer 
because we feel unworthy of such gift. God’s gift of grace is truly a gift. It is not something we 
deserve but it is offered to each of us out of love. We just have to humble ourselves to accept it. 
The story of the prodigal son is a reminder that God is always ready to receive our repentance 
over and over again. In the same way, we are to receive one another in community with grace and 
forgiveness.  
 
Discussion Questions 
 Often, we have a harder time accepting forgiveness than asking for forgiveness. Share a 
time when you had difficulty accepting forgiveness from someone. 
 God’s grace is offered to us freely through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. What 
is the significance of this statement? How does believing in the statement guide us in our 
faith journey? How does it help us in discovering our identity? 
 How does the story of the prodigal son help you in understanding God’s grace? Which of 
the sons do you relate to the most?  
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 How can the body of Christ encourage one another in accepting God’s grace? Why is the 
community important? 
 
Week Seven 
Unit Two: Identity in Christ 
 
Main Topic: Commit to taking on the image and character of Christ by developing the fruit of the 
Spirit. 
 
Main Focus: Help late adolescents to commit to taking on the image and character of Christ. 
 
Scripture Reference: Galatians 5:13-26 
 
Synopsis: When we align ourselves with the kingdom of God as shown by Jesus, we begin to 
emulate Christ in our lives. We take on his character to be our character. We allow the Holy Spirit 
to invade our hearts and minds and shape them in Christ’s likeness. It does not happen overnight; 
but day by day, week by week and month by month, we slowly are transformed as we submit 
ourselves fully to God. Our submission to God has to be a decision we make daily. As we become 
more like Jesus, God develops the fruit of the Holy Spirit in our lives. We learn to love more, live 
with more joy, enjoy more peace, react to others with more patience, treat others with more 
kindness, exhibit more goodness, develop more faithfulness, engage others with more gentleness, 
and have more self-control. This is God’s desire for our lives. 
 
Discussion Questions 
 Emulating Jesus is an impossible task. Why are we called to an impossible task?  
 Becoming more like Jesus is a life-long process. Describe your journey thus far. What 
detours have you made? Where have you seen growth? 
 The fruit of the Spirit is not something that we can develop on our own strength. It can 
only be developed as we submit to God and work to emulate Christ. Which fruit have you 
struggled with the most? Which one comes more naturally to you?  
 Dallas Willard once said that God is not against effort but earning. What does this 
statement mean? How have you tried to earn God’s grace in the past? How have you tried 
to emulate Christ? 
 
Week Eight 
Unit Three: Participation in Healthy Christian Community 
 
Main Topic: Adoption into the local body of Christ by experiencing all aspects of community. 
 
Main Focus: Help late adolescents sense their adoption into the local body of Christ. 
 
Scripture Reference: Acts 2:42-47 
 
Synopsis: What is church really about? Why do we even need it? Isn’t our faith personal? In Acts 
2, we read the account of the first church. It was the type of community God desired from the 
beginning. They devoted themselves to one another, spending time with each other. The first 
church pooled together their resources so it could be used for building up the kingdom of God. 
They came together to worship God with gladness and sincerity in their hearts. Everything that 
happened required commitment from everyone involved and full participation. This is what the 
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church should be like today. It still requires complete commitment and full participation. When 
this happens, everyone feels a part of the body. 
 
Discussion Questions 
 Many young adults are skeptical about church. Why do you think this is the case? What 
would have to change for the skepticism to dissipate? 
 The body of Christ requires everyone to fully participate in order for it to function at its 
best. Have you fully participated in church? What holds you back from being totally 
committed? 
 Why is it important to pool together the resources within the body? What happens when 
some are not willing to share their resources? 
 At the end of Acts 2, it states that the church enjoyed the favor of all people. Why was 
this the case? Why is it not the case today? How can you be part of the solution rather 
than part of the problem? 
 
Week Nine 
Unit Three: Participation in Healthy Christian Community 
 
Main Topic: Mending broken relationships whenever possible. 
 
Main Focus: Help late adolescents recognize the importance of mending broken relationships 
whenever possible.  
 
Scripture Reference: Philippians 2:1-11 
 
Synopsis: Life is filled with broken relationships. Most of us avoid conflict and allow broken 
relationships to remain in our lives. However, broken relationships in the body of Christ hinder it 
from being healthy. It is vital to mend relationships that can be mended. Philippians 2 reminds us 
that we are to protect the unity of the body having the same love, spirit, and purpose. Paul 
reminds us to do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit but in humility to consider others 
better than ourselves. We are to take on the same type of humility Jesus took on when he took on 
the very nature of a servant and humbled himself and became obedient to death. When we place 
our own interest behind the interest of others, we can swallow our pride, take on Christ’s 
humility, and ask for forgiveness for broken relationships.  
 
Discussion Questions 
 Our culture teaches us to be right rather than to be humble. How have you bought into 
this cultural lie? Share a time when being right was more important than preserving a 
relationship.  
 Why is being like-minded, having the same love, and being one in spirit and purpose 
important for the health of a church? Does this mean that everyone has to agree on all 
issues? How do you keep conflict or disagreement from taking over the church? 
 When you experience a broken relationship in church, how would you go about mending 
the relationship?  
 Paul reminds us to always look to the interests of others. Why is this difficult? How can it 
be detrimental to our own health when this is taken out of context? 
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Week Ten 
Unit Three: Participation in Healthy Christian Community 
 
Main Topic: Service within the community and to the world through the community. 
 
Main Focus: Help late adolescents recognize their gifts and talents to serve within the body of 
Christ. 
 
Scripture Reference: 1 Corinthians 12 
 
Synopsis: As Christians, we have been gifted. The Holy Spirit has gifted each of us specifically to 
help build up the body of Christ. Though specific gifts are mentioned in scripture such as 
wisdom, knowledge, teaching, healing and prophecy to name a few, there is no exhaustive list. 
The important teaching in 1 Corinthians 12 is that each of us have to play our role and give of our 
gifts to build up the church. Every role is significant, and no role is greater than another. 
Everyone has a part to play. Just as in Acts 2, when everyone is carrying out their part in the 
body, the church is able to reach out to others outside itself. Many will come to faith when the 
church is healthy and focused on the needs of others rather than the needs of itself.  
 
Discussion Questions 
 Spend a few moments considering the gift(s) the Spirit has given to you. How have you 
used your gift(s) in the church? What have been the results? 
 Have you found yourself envious of other people’s gifts? Do you consider other people’s 
gift(s) greater than your gift(s)? 
 Consider your gift(s) and brainstorm ways you can better utilize your gift(s) within the 
body of Christ. Share with others and brainstorm together.  
 In 1 Corinthians 13, Paul goes on to tell the church in Corinth that love is what connects 
the body together. Without faith, hope, and love, the greatest of which is love, everything 
is like a resounding gong and clanging symbol. What did Paul mean by this? 
 
Week Eleven 
Unit Four: Spiritual Formation and Ministry 
 
Main Topic: Practicing spiritual disciplines. 
 
Main Focus: Help late adolescents understand the importance of spiritual disciplines in spiritual 
formation. 
 
Scripture Reference: Colossians 3:1-3 
 
Synopsis: How do we set our hearts on the things above? How do we take our eyes off earthly 
things and place them on heavenly things as Paul exhorts in Colossians 3:1-3? It takes practice 
and discipline. Just as a golfer has to repeatedly practice all facets of the game in order to be 
successful, a devoted follower of Jesus must practice the spiritual disciplines that will help him or 
her hear the voice of God. As Richard Foster, Dallas Willard, James Bryan Smith, Henri Nouwen 
and so many other theologians have taught, spiritual disciplines require time and effort. It takes 
practice to become better and requires patience to grow. However, if we remain committed, God 
will slowly shape us into the person he designed us to be. We will become more of God’s Spirit 
and presence in our lives. We will better recognize God’s voice and God’s leading.  
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Discussion Questions 
 Make a list of spiritual disciplines the great theologians have taught. Which of these 
disciplines have you practiced? What did you notice as you practiced these disciplines? 
 Sometimes, practicing the disciplines can become monotonous and boring. When have 
you experienced boredom, and what did you do about it?  
 Share a time when you felt God’s presence while you were practicing a discipline.  
 How do you think spiritual disciplines help you grow in your spiritual formation?  
 Which disciplines have you lacked? How can you add other disciplines to your life?  
 
Week Twelve 
Unit Four: Spiritual Formation and Ministry 
 
Main Topic: Build up God’s kingdom through ministry. 
 
Main Focus: Help late adolescents understand the importance of building up of God’s kingdom 
through ministry in the local community and around the world. 
 
Scripture Reference: Matthew 28:18-20 
 
Synopsis: The Great Commission is often misunderstood. Many believe the Great Commission 
simply means to go to all parts of the world to share the message of the gospel to simply convert 
people to Christianity. Though it is important to go and share the gospel with all people, making 
disciples is more than conversions. It is helping all people to know God, love God, and grow in 
God. It includes meeting physical, emotional, and spiritual needs of people. It comes through 
building relationships with others, living life together, and helping them journey with God. This 
should happen at work, at the gym, at the grocery store, or wherever we are. It should also include 
going to other places around the country and around the world to share God’s love to all people.  
 
Discussion Questions 
 In your own words, describe what it means to make disciples. What is your role and what 
is the role of the Holy Spirit? 
 Share a time when you have been a part of building up God’s kingdom. How were you 
able to make an impact? How did the experience impact you and your spiritual 
formation? 
 The toughest place to build up God’s kingdom can be closest to home. How have you 
been able to impact your work place? How have you been able to build up God’s 
kingdom in your neighborhood? 
 Brainstorm ways you can do to make a greater impact. What will it take for you to impact 
your work or your neighborhood? How can the church help you as you reach your 
community?  
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